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What future for Northern 
Ireland? 
 
Fortnight is back. This new issue is partly to 
celebrate the 50th anniversary of our first issue but 
also to look forward into the future. 

When we started in 1970 Northern Ireland was 
facing a troubled and uncertain future. Over the next 
forty years we played a small part in the search for 
peace and stability. We ceased publication in 2012 
when the situation seemed more peaceful and 
settled – and when people stopped buying printed 
magazines. 

Now that we are again facing an uncertain future we 
are relaunching the magazine both in an initial 
printed version and also in a digital format which will 
be free at the point of delivery. The aim is to 
recreate Fortnight as a forum for diverse 
contributions on the full range of our political, 
economic, cultural and artistic lives in a territory 
caught by history between the British and Irish 
nations and states.

What future for Fortnight 
We are planning to develop a platform for 
new and younger voices, both as writers 
and as more digitally savvy editors and 
publishers, to help preserve and develop 
the Fortnight tradition of dispassionate 
analysis, political debunking, cultural 
enjoyment and social irreverence. If you 
are interested please get in touch. But 
remember, that also in the Fortnight 
tradition, it is likely to be largely unpaid 
but hopefully intellectually and otherwise 
rewarding.
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What do we talk about when  
we talk about a United Ireland? 
Richard Humphreys 
 
Richard Humphreys is a a judge of the High Court of Ireland.  
He writes in a personal and academic capacity. His latest book is Beyond the Border:  
The Good Friday Agreement and Irish Unity after Brexit (Merrion Press, 2018).   

Speaking in Downing Street on 
19th November, 1984, 
Margaret Thatcher offered the 
following analysis of what a 
united Ireland might look like:  
“a unified Ireland was one 
solution. That is out. A second 
solution was confederation of 
two states. That is out. A third 
solution was joint authority. 
That is out.” 

But Mrs Thatcher got 2 out 
of 3 right. Not bad by 
conventional standards.   

 

A unitary state 
The traditional default 
idea of a united Ireland is 
that of a unitary state, or 
a single 32-county entity. 
Republicans sometimes 
refer derisively to a ‘32 

county Free State’, but that is more a rejection of 
the social and economic policies of the Irish State 

than it is a repudiation of the idea of a single all-
island entity.  

However, as Mrs Thatcher anticipated, that is 
out. It is out because the Good Friday Agreement 
acknowledges the need for special arrangements for 
the divided society of the 6 counties, and for those 
arrangements to continue indefinitely. Those 
arrangements include a British dimension in 
perpetuity in the form of an entitlement to UK 
citizenship, as well as entrenched requirements on 
rights, non-discrimination and parity of esteem, 
which are to apply “whatever choice is freely 
exercised by a majority of the people of Northern 
Ireland”.   

Power-sharing institutions are also provided for, 
and on balance this can also be seen as a default 
position into the future unless otherwise agreed.  
Admittedly there is no explicit provision about what 
happens to devolution after unity as there is for 
citizenship and parity of esteem, but the default 
status of the institutions arises not so much from 
express language as from the general principle of the 
continuation of treaty provisions unless or until 
otherwise agreed between the contracting states.  

The notion of a version of a united Ireland that 
involves recognition of an entitlement to Britishness 
is a real challenge to armchair nationalism. Do 
nationalists, particularly Southern nationalists, 
really have the ‘cultural bandwidth’ to accommodate 
the British identity, to use the striking phrase coined 
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by John Wilson Foster? Time will tell, but 
nationalism needs to have an honest conversation 
with itself before it can plausibly talk about Irish 
unity.   

There are grounds for pessimism. If anyone 
suggests that very modest steps to accommodate the 
British identity should be considered, they must run 
the gauntlet of battalions of red-faced Southern 
nationalists licking their pencils to fill the letters 
pages with their 26-county brand of patriotic 
Paddywhackery.   

The Irish Constitution is certainly not fit for 
purpose in a 32 county context. It is in many 
respects a nationalist document for a nationalist 
people. Sure, some of the cold 1930s religiosity has 
been expunged, but much remains. Its opening 
words, “In the name of the Most Holy Trinity...”, 
and the Catholic-nationalist narrative that 
follows in the Preamble, are culturally 
unintelligible to the modern ear and 
emphatically so to the non-nationalist ear.   

Even more fundamentally, the right to 
full political participation under the 
Constitution is confined to Irish citizens, 
who alone can be members of the 
Oireachtas. So if a unionist wants to take 
national political office today, or in a united 
Ireland under the 1937 Constitution, he or 
she has to thereby become in law an Irish 
citizen. That is contrary to the fundamental 
precept of the Good Friday Agreement that 
acknowledges the right of everyone in Northern 
Ireland to be Irish or British or both as they 
individually decide. Indeed you can’t be exclusively 
British and even be allowed to vote in a referendum 
under the Constitution, let alone hold elective 
office. So in that and other respects, the 1937 
Constitution impedes the very unity it is at pains to 
champion.   

In the context of what sort of constitutional, 
legal or political change in the 26 counties would 
facilitate a united Ireland, there is certainly room 
for political judgment as to what changes to make 
and when. Without trespassing in any way on 
matters for political decision however, one might 
think that protestations of willingness to ensure that 
unionists will be ‘cherished’ and the like are going 

to sound a lot more sincere if we start to see a bit of 
this up front. Actions speak louder than words, so 
the question really is what is nationalism going to 
do to accommodate the British/ Protestant/ 
unionist/ loyalist identity now – not just someday. 
(In that regard, maybe is it worth mentioning that 
the next Commonwealth Games are coming up in 
2022 in Birmingham. Something to think about 
maybe.) 

Joint authority  
A second model for Irish unity is 
that of joint authority. That is also 

out, at least as a permanent end-state. It is out 
because the Good Friday Agreement rules out all 
such exotic, brainstorming solutions and offers a 
parallel and symmetrical choice between a United 

Kingdom or a united Ireland based on 50% 
+1 vote of the people of Northern Ireland, 
subject to parallel consent in the South.   

Parity of esteem means that unionism 
is not a superior concept to nationalism, so 
there cannot be a convenient rule-change 
as soon as unionism gets outvoted. In an 
alternative historical universe, the time for 
unionism to advance the merits of joint 
authority was at the multi-party talks in 
1996–98. But unionism didn’t have that 
foresight. Instead it bet the farm on 

permanently staying ahead on the 50%+1 threshold 
– a bet that looks increasingly misjudged, especially 
after Brexit. For anyone to suggest this or any other 
Union-friendly change to the Good Friday 
Agreement rules of engagement now, or as soon as 
nationalism looks like achieving its objectives under 
those rules, would be an exercise in intellectual 
dishonesty, the rejection of which will be as 
contemptuous as it will be automatic.  

Joint authority is therefore out as an end-
condition for Northern Ireland. But it is not out as 
a transitional measure, and one can see some merit 
in considering it as part of the nationalist offering 
in the event of a border poll. Purely by way of one 
hypothetical, one could imagine a transitional 
arrangement of joint authority between the British 

The Irish 
Constitution 
is certainly 
not fit for 

purpose in a 
32 county 
context.
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and Irish national governments over the 5 broad 
areas of foreign affairs, defence, social security, 
macro-economics and trade, with one such category 
transferring to purely Irish sovereignty every 5 to 10 
years. Such a graduated phasing-in of unity over a 
period of a number of decades would have 
attractions over an abrupt transition on a UK exit 
day, as a tricolour is hoisted at noon over Stormont 
and a demolition truck comes to take Carson’s 
statue to be melted down to make Easter lily badges.  

A federal state 
That leaves the final model for Irish 
unity, the federal state, which is the 

kind of model that naturally flows from the Good 
Friday Agreement. Under that approach, Northern 
Ireland would retain its own executive, assembly, 
institutions, and, as far as devolved matters 
are concerned, its own laws. That involves 
it being a distinct jurisdiction, separate from 
the 26 counties, within a broader 32 county 
state.   

The effect would be minimum legal 
change in Northern Ireland – rather than 
an immediate and massive disruption to the 
social and political fabric.   

Sure, the actual process of unification, 
should a majority North and South so 
decide, will involve a further agreement 
between the two governments amending 
the British-Irish Agreement in 1998, and 
that has the potential to provide for change 
to some of the existing structures such as 
power-sharing institutions. And indeed the process 
of political negotiation which would underpin this 
future agreement, rather than debate on 
international law as such, will in practice be more 
likely to answer the question as to the detail of 
Ireland’s future.   

But power-sharing is the default position which 
would continue unless and until otherwise agreed. 

And there is every reason to retain it in place, as a 
protection for all sides of the community. Unless 
unionism were to be so traumatised by the end of 
the Union as to collectively opt out of governance 
(like a mirror image of nationalism opting out of 
the British state in 1919, but without the hope of a 
meaningful end-game), there seems little immediate 
reason why it or the British government would agree 
to the dismantling of Stormont in any future 
unification treaty negotiation. 

Political scientists might also quibble as to the 
definition of a ‘federal’ state. A united Ireland with 
a largely self-governing 6 counties buttressed by the 
future international agreement might not be strictly 
a federation but it would be a state with elements 
of at least asymmetrical federalism (or a ‘federacy’).   

But the small size of the State in relative terms 
could require some separate arrangement for 

legislation affecting the 26 counties – one 
wonders how acceptable it would be if 26 
counties have no say on health and 
education in the 6 counties, but such 
policies for the 26 are voted on by the 
representatives of all 32 counties, with 
perhaps an outcome different to that which 
would have been achieved had the vote 
been confined to those actually affected. 
Such an arrangement would bring the 
future united Ireland closer to the more 
traditional federal model.   

The detail of any such arrangement will 
be a matter for political judgment and 
negotiation.  But on any analysis, the laws 

and more particularly the Constitution of the South 
will have to change, and change significantly, as will 
partitionist mid-sets on the nationalist side of the 
house, if the idea of Irish unity is ever to take 
concrete shape. Clearly Ireland is nowhere near 
being ready for this right now, but the opportunity 
for nationalism and republicanism to start 
developing a generous and accommodating version 
of the island’s future is there for the taking.   

… a 
demolition 

truck comes 
to take 

Carson’s 
statue to be 

melted down 
to make 

Easter lily 
badges.
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Imagining a New Ireland 
Colin Harvey 
 
Colin Harvey is a Professor of Law at Queen’s

@50
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Brexit has propelled the 
conversation about Irish 
reunification into public 
prominence. The participants 
in the EU-UK negotiations 
placed Northern Ireland centre 
stage, with the island the 
subject of a Europe-wide 
dispute. The level of local and 
international interest is 
remarkable;  it is easy to see 
why.  

Northern Ireland was removed from the EU 
without consent, and the right of self-determination 
in the Good Friday Agreement (the Agreement) 
offers a way back. Division on the island is 
cemented further, with the border now an 
external border of the EU, and citizenship 
a source of additional contention. The 
agreed and binding special arrangement will 
make Northern Ireland look even more 
distinctive. Although the ‘remain’ majority 
should not be read as endorsement for 
constitutional change, Brexit creates novel 
dimensions to an old question.   

The conflict over the constitutional future is an 
embedded feature of political life. It is simply 
inescapable. That tends to be a signal for 
lamentation and dreams of an alternative that 

transcends the preoccupation with ethno-national 
identity. Despite much wishful thinking, there are 
few signs that the fundamental questions about this 
region are going away soon. That should not be a 
surprise. The Agreement is intended to recognise 
this, with the acknowledgement that productive 
work can continue nonetheless. It goes further. This 
is not merely an uneasy stand-off. The opposing 
positions are supposed to be equally legitimate: 
equal treatment and parity of esteem are intended 
to be lived experience now. The reaction to those 
who advance constitutional change suggests that 
this is not the case. Although the balance of power 
is shifting, and gains have been made, public life in 
Northern Ireland remains saturated with the 
symbolism of one community only.  A world of 
backlash politics, driven by insecure and uncertain 
dominant cultures, should not mask the reality from 
careful observers. It is plainly not 1968, but many 
of the Agreement’s promises have still not been kept, 
and there is more to be done. Normalising the 

conversation about possible reunification is 
just one example.  

The process for triggering the 
concurrent referendums leaves much to the 
British Government. The extent of the 
existing flexibility has been judicially 
confirmed. In practice, however, this 
process will only go forward in good faith 
following intergovernmental dialogue that 

recognises that the right of self-determination 
belongs to the people of the island of Ireland alone. 
It is difficult to imagine any Secretary of State 
proceeding without extensive discussion with the 

… Brexit 
creates novel 
dimensions 

to an old 
question.
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Irish Government and wider consultations.  There 
are already civic initiatives exploring options, and 
such dialogue will remain vital. Those who want 
proper planning for reunification are focused on the 
Irish state for good reason: advocates for 
constitutional change must make a compelling, 
detailed and deliverable case. Calls have included 
an all-island Citizens’ Assembly, as well as 
government-level preparation. There is considerable 
merit in building as much consensus as is possible 
before the referendums, rather than leave this to 
elite-level negotiation afterwards. So, it may be wise, 
at the appropriate time, for the British and 
Irish Governments to agree, for example, 
a Joint Declaration that will set out the 
parameters of the process. That will now 
have to involve the EU, because 
reunification has implications for its 
institutions and member states as well. The 
challenge for those who would like to see 
prudential management of the process will 
be in securing the right level of 
commitment and necessary detail in 
advance of the votes. If change does 
happen it will be a process of transition that takes 
place over an agreed time frame. 

Why wait to deliver accommodations in the 
future? Both sides in the debate could do a better 
job of making their case more persuasive in the here 
and now. Those who want to maintain the Union 
with Britain will be judged by their record, past and 
present. The habit of taking for granted a voting 
majority for the Union seems unwise. Although 
advocates for reunification could wait until that 
objective is achieved through a ‘border poll’, why 
not make some changes now? What more could the 
Irish state do to signal its welcome for everyone in 
Northern Ireland? The Irish Government could 
indicate, and demonstrate through its actions, that 
a warm embrace awaits Northern Ireland if the 
option of reunification is selected. For sound 
reasons, that are already covered by the Agreement, 
this is often cast as a conversation about unionism 
and British identity, but the southern state does not 

have a proud record with respect to Northern 
Ireland in general. Respectful and enhanced 
engagement that demonstrates that the Irish state 
would relish reunification, and is already thinking 
ahead, would be sensible.  

How comfortable will people be with the 
changes that may be proposed? This discussion 
tends to circle around identity and symbolism, but 
reunification will have structural implications for 
the Irish constitutional order and state. It is 
simplifying a complex question, but will the 
emphasis be on continuity or transformation? If 

majorities in both jurisdictions vote for Irish 
reunification then the island will be on a 
path towards change. What sort of change 
will that be? It is possible that reunification 
could be achieved within the framework of 
the existing constitutional arrangements 
amended to reflect obligations from the 
Agreement. But it is unlikely that this is 
what people mean when they talk about a 
‘new Ireland’. This ground will be more 
contested than is currently imagined, and 
there will be tensions between a stress on 

creative conservation and a belief that reunification 
should spell a ‘new beginning’ for the island. How 
willing, for example, might the Irish state and 
electorate be to accept a fundamental reconstruction 
of the constitutional and political order, even if this 
brings substantial gains in terms of human rights, 
equality and socio-economic justice? These are, of 
course, familiar questions for any society facing a 
potential transition, and history speaks to the forces 
that tend to dominate these conversations in 
Ireland. But it should be acknowledged that there 
will be those aiming to minimise the disruption of 
any transition and those who will see it as the perfect 
opportunity to imagine a radically different ‘new 
Ireland’. Who will prevail? 

The Union with Britain rests on majority 
consent: Northern Ireland can leave. Brexit provides 
a convincing case for giving people a say. If 
politicians in the Assembly get to vote on the 
continuation of the alignment provisions of the Irish 

What will the 
concepts of 
‘nationalist’ 

and 
‘unionist’ 
mean in a 
reunified 
Ireland?
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Protocol, why should people here be denied the 
option of selecting return to the EU? My own view 
is that the island is on a trajectory towards these 
referendums taking place. It is plausible to believe 
that they may happen in the next decade. After the 
last five years across these islands, and globally, who 
would confidently predict the outcome? There is a 
strong argument for intergovernmental leadership 
on matters of process, combined with the provision 
of sufficient clarity to ensure people know in some 
detail what they are voting for or against. In Ireland 
this means facing into the debate about how 
transformative reunification will be, and what 
might be coming next. This may also re-open 
conversations about the merits of concepts and 
ideas from both parts of the island that have 
become stale and of questionable value for future 

generations. What will, for example, the concepts 
of ‘nationalist’ and ‘unionist’ mean in a reunified 
Ireland?  

The suggestion here is that both governments, 
and all participants in this conversation, must face 
these questions and begin demonstrating what the 
imagined future looks like. There is no need to wait 
to embrace mutual respect, and the persuasiveness 
of any constitutional case can be made through 
words and deeds now. Will pathways be provided 
to nurture a ‘new Ireland’ that seeks to transcend 
rather than perpetuate the past? Will something 
that is substantively ‘new’ emerge? There are 
tensions, as there should be, and much that is not 
either/or. The island is entering a period when the 
abstract arguments will be tested in practice. g

Man-made climate change by Ian Knox
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Plus ça change … or do we really need 
to decide now? 
Tom Hadden 
 
Tom Hadden was the founding editor of Fortnight in 1970, a member of the Standing Advisory 
Commission on Human Rights and is an Emeritus Professor at Queen’s University Belfast.

@50
rtnightfo

A good starting point for a 
discussion on the future for 
Northern Ireland is not to focus 
on what some of us may want 
to happen and others do not 
want to happen. It is rather, 
what is most likely to maintain 
the relative peace and stability 
that has prevailed since 1998. 
  
That was achieved not by setting up some preferred 
options like those in the New Ireland Forum Report 
but, as Kevin Boyle and I argued, by focusing on 
the ‘realities and requirements’ that were identified 
and eventually delivered in the Anglo-Irish 
Agreement in 1985 and the Good Friday 
Agreements in 1998: the need to recognise the 
legitimacy of both main communities and the 
existence of ‘others’ who align with neither the 
unionist nor nationalist label; the need to allow 
individuals to express their British or/and their Irish 
identities and to have their preferred identity and 
citizenship recognised and acknowledged by others, 
including both sovereign governments; the need for 
proportional power-sharing at Stormont; and the 
need for both governments to agree on and 
supervise the new arrangements as co-guarantors. 
Delivering these was made easier by the shared 
membership of the United Kingdom and the Irish 
Republic in the European Union, not least in 

continuing financial support for cross community 
enterprises. 

Here are some of the new – or not so new – 
current realities and requirements: 

• the continuing need for both governments to 
supervise and support any new arrangements and 
if need be to step in to maintain them – as has 
been shown to be necessary again and again; 

• the need to continue to guarantee ‘parity of 
esteem’ for the two communities but to add some 
better arrangements for the ‘people in between’, 
now a growing proportion of the population as 
shown in other contributions to this collection; 

• the need to ensure continuing financial and 
economic stability whether within the European 
Union or under other ad hoc arrangements for 
Northern Ireland as an intermediate territory 
between a member and a non-member state.   

• the need to reflect the continuing 
interrelationships of the peoples of these islands 
under whatever new political and economic status 
for Northern Ireland emerges in the next few 
decades – not least in common travel, freedom of 
establishment and citizenship. 

• the need to mitigate whatever future territorial 
border arrangements and complexities emerge out 
of the UK’s departure from the EU after the end 
of the transition period in December 2020.  

These things take time and are unlikely to be 
achieved by resorting to a simple referendum on 
unification or not on a simple 50% vote. Binary 
choices in deeply divided societies, as in the Brexit 
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debates, are more likely to result in increased 
tension and division. There are almost always better 
ways of proceeding. Each of the major elements 
requires more careful discussion.  

Sovereignty  
Is it really necessary to focus now on which state has 
sovereignty? Under the British-Irish Agreement, an 
international treaty annexed to the Good Friday 
Agreement in 1998, both the British and Irish 
governments agreed that whichever of them had 
sovereignty over Northern Ireland would continue 
to guarantee with absolute impartiality parity of 
esteem for the two communities. They both also 
agreed to support and where necessary to 
implement the provisions of the Multi-Party [Good 
Friday/Belfast] Agreement. This kind of ad hoc 
sharing of responsibility has worked reasonably well 
since, with repeated joint interventions to restore 
the Assembly. That could continue without the 
need for any change, provided both governments 
deliver on their side of the deal. And the precise 
terms of that Agreement can of course be amended 
with the consent of the two governments, as it was 
in 2007. 

Nevertheless, both the UK and Ireland agreed in 
1998 to honour the wishes of a simple majority of 
the people of Northern Ireland for a change to Irish 
unification under a border poll. If, as already 

suggested, that would be divisive and would depend 
on the votes of people in between, it might be better 
to leave things as they are until it becomes clear that 
a majority in each community is ready to agree to 
any change, a criterion that was particularly helpful 
in the negotiations on the Agreement. From a 
nationalist perspective it may be better not to 
demand a divisive border poll now but to wait until 
there is clear support for a change in sovereignty in 
the unionist community rather than seek to absorb 
a large minority against their will. This seems to be 
the view of the new coalition government in the 
Republic which has agreed on a policy of 
supporting and improving the cross border-
institutions rather than pressing for a border poll. 
The non-aligned people in the North who hold the 
balance of power on this might also be well advised 
to show support for and if necessary vote for an 
improved amended status quo rather than a divisive 
change of sovereignty. 

There are in any case strong arguments for 
requiring more than a simple 50% plus 1 vote for 
such a major constitutional change. The experience 
of the quite marginal Brexit vote and the ensuing 
controversies suggests that caution may be called for 
on this. The European Union required at least a 
55% majority before accepting that Montenegro 
could become a potential candidate for 
membership.   

The British Irish Agreement 1998, art 1(v) 

The two Governments:  
 … affirm that whatever choice is freely exercised by a majority of the 
people of Northern Ireland, the power of the sovereign government 
with jurisdiction there shall be exercised with rigorous impartiality on 
behalf of all the people in the diversity of their identities and 
traditions and shall be founded on the principles of full respect for, 
and equality of, civil, political, social and cultural rights, of freedom 
from discrimination for all citizens, and of parity of esteem and of just 
and equal treatment for the identity, ethos and aspirations of both 
communities.  

Tom Hadden worked for many years with 
Kevin Boyle; their joint books Ireland: a 
Positive Proposal and Northern Ireland: 
the Choice helped to set the agenda for 
the Anglo-Irish and Good Friday 
Agreements.
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Governance 

It is widely recognised that in any new arrangement 
some form of shared government within Northern 
Ireland will be required. That would clearly require 
under formal unification very substantial changes 
in the Irish Constitution and in Irish politics which 
may not be widely welcomed in the Republic. There 
is also strong support, backed up by political trends 
within Northern Ireland, for an amendment of the 
rules for power-sharing in the North to reflect the 
increasing numbers who reject communal 
affiliations. That may require changes to the law on 
‘petitions of concern’ to reduce the powers of veto 
of the DUP on social and language issues and on 
the rules for the election of the First and Deputy 
First Ministers to reduce the pressures in 
each main community to vote for ‘one 
strong voice’ and thus to increase the 
influence of those who favour integration 
rather than communal separation. These 
changes are likely to be easier to implement 
in a regime that is led by the two 
governments acting together. It should be 
remembered that both the Anglo-Irish 
Agreement and the Good Friday 
Agreement were pressed through by the 
two governments in the face of substantial 
resistance by major Unionist parties rather 
than by willing acceptance by local political leaders 
on all sides. 

Financial issues 

A closely related consideration is how the financial 
consequences of a full change in sovereignty are to 
be handled. The UK government already provides 
a continuing subsidy for Northern Ireland – and has 
paid heavily for the support of the DUP and other 
demands for ad hoc subventions. It is not clear, as 
in the analysis of joint sovereignty for the New 
Ireland Forum in 1983, that the Republic can easily 
undertake a similar burden. The solution suggested 
then was that under joint authority the 
contributions by the UK and the Republic should 
be assessed in proportion to their GDPs, with the 
result that the UK would be expected pay the vast 

majority. It seems unlikely that a similar approach 
would now be acceptable. There is also the very 
complex issue of how current pension and similar 
continuing liabilities would be transferred. These 
costs are likely to be substantial and are much less 
demanding within the overall UK budgetary system 
than the much smaller Irish economy and would 
add to the existing hesitation of the Irish 
government – and the Irish people – over any 
immediate change in status. At the very least the 
financial implications both of unification and of the 
status quo for the people of Northern Ireland and 
for those of the Republic should be spelled out 
before any final vote is embarked on. 

The economy 

There are clear advantages for Northern 
Ireland and Scotland – and almost certainly 
for the whole of the United Kingdom – in 
remaining within the European Single 
Market. The current position under the 
UK Withdrawal Agreement is that 
Northern Ireland is to remain within the 
Single Market for most trade in goods 
while the rest of the UK does not. Hardly 
any businesses in either the North or the 
Republic are in favour of this given the very 

high proportion of trade currently carried out by 
both with Great Britain. One possibility, if the UK 
government fails to achieve a deal on Single Market 
terms, might be for Northern Ireland to continue 
to be treated as a special case with checks on tariff 
avoidance similar to those in place for North/South 
smuggling. Agricultural products traded between 
the Republic and Britain could also be treated 
specially, just as the European Union expects there 
to be special arrangements to deal with fishing 
quotas in territorial waters and measures to 
maintain ‘an equal playing field’ in manufacturing. 
The economic relationships between Britain and 
both parts of Ireland, like those in respect of the 
Common Travel Area and dual citizenship, can and 
should form part of a more general negotiation that 

There has 
always been a 

close 
connection … 
between all 
the peoples 
of Ireland 

and Britain.
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takes account of the historic and continuing special 
relationships between Britain and Ireland.  

The people 

There has always been a very close connection, not 
just physical but historical and familial, between all 
the peoples of Ireland and Britain. This is the result 
of constant intermingling, from the Anglo-Irish 
conquest, the plantations of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, the Irish famine and wider 
migration of Irish workers in the nineteenth century 
and continuing movements, both temporary and 
permanent, in both directions. This is reflected in 
the acceptance of almost unrestricted free 
movement and settlement before and after partition 
and the creations of a separate Irish State, all long 
before any such freedoms within the European 
Union. Special voting rights and ready access to UK 
citizenship have been maintained. No-one is 
suggesting any change in these established 
exceptions to normal state citizenship rules. The 
acceptance of the commitment to free choice of 
effectively triple citizenship for Northerners, 
highlighted in the recent De Souza case, further 
emphasises the need for special rules for those born 
in Northern Ireland. The ties of family 
relationships, free movement and a shared language 
and culture are too strong to make major changes 
in any of these a sensible, political, objective, 
whatever form of Irish unification may emerge.  

… plus c’est la meme chose  

All this suggests that little has really changed since 
the acceptance of the new arrangements in 1998. 

Holding an initial border poll to start the process of 
unification makes little political and economic 
sense, quite apart from the difficult task of 
persuading not only a majority in the North but 
also hesitant nationalists in the Republic. It makes 
much better sense to encourage the British and Irish 
governments to maintain their joint responsibilities 
over a divided territory and the European Union to 
continue to treat Northern Ireland as a special case. 
The objective should be to work for greater 
consensus over time rather than an immediate 
decisive vote. A binary choice on emotive issues 
before the details of what might emerge have been 
negotiated and clarified, as they were in 1998 but 

were not over Brexit, is not a good idea.   g

Bunreacht Na 
hEireannn; do the 

people in the Republic 
really want to rewrite 
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Ireland – a positive conversation 
with Unionists 
Hugh Logue 
 
Hugh Logue is a former European Commission official and as EU envoy to Northern Ireland worked 
to establish the EU Peace Package. He was a founder member of the SDLP and is currently a writer 
and commentator on economic issues.
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Fifty Years ago the UK and 
Ireland together joined the 
European Union. Europe in that 
time has been a remarkable 
achievement. Now the UK is 
leaving. 
 
Europe in that time, by any measure, has been a 
remarkable achievement, ending its war inheritance, 
dismantling barriers, resolving conflicts, securing 
economic cohesion and unsurpassed prosperity, 
bringing democratic structures to many diverse 
countries. For Ireland, North and South, it has been 
a resounding success reshaping it economically, 
socially and diplomatically. It helped redefine the 
South’s political landscape out of a narrow inward 
nationalism into a multicutural confident republic. 
It nudged and part financed the North towards the 
compromises it eventually reached.  

So where are we now as we look to the future? 
History tells us that whilst pandemics are 

cathartic happenings that cannot be unlived, they 
can also be that once in a century occasion to 
launch a new span of opportunity, to auspicate a 
future of belief, trust and confidence. It offers a 
world that debunks old certainties and discovers 
new prospects. The choices are multiple. I shall 
confine myself to one, the further integration of 
Ireland. 

Post the Brexit referendum, Northern Ireland’s 
former First Minister Peter Robinson said that he 
did not want Northern Ireland to leave the UK but 
if that happened ‘we would be in a terrible fix 

because we would be in the same situation as 
leaving the EU where nothing was negotiated or 
decided’.* Robinson was validly raising in modern 
day form what his predecessors Edward Carson and 
James Craig had in earlier times reflected on. 

Fifty years ago the Northern Ireland of Craig and 
Carson, which had prevailed for half a century with 
British Government disinterest, was about to end. 
Decades of disappointment for Unionism would 
ensue which required sharing of power, dismantling 
of militias, reform of police and courts and allowing 
Irish Government influence in Northern Ireland. 
All of it was met by unionist cries of betrayal by 
Britain. Perhaps Brexit, unionists felt, offered the 
moment for Northern Ireland to wrap itself in the 
sturdy shield of Britishness and ward off all 
encroachment. Brexit would mean British. 

And so it seemed when Unionism was dealt the 
historic balance of power by the UK election of 
2017. But again it ended in cries of betrayal. The 
main Unionist party is cruelly aware that as readily 
as it was bought by the UK government, as readily 
it was sold by it. Repeated assurances to them by 
Prime Minister Johnson and his predecessor were 
reneged on barefacedly. 

The current Chancellor, Rishi Sunak, in a recent 
Financial Times ** profile reportedly advocated the 
end of the UK, that England should break away, 
asking of the Union – what’s the profit. The current 
Downing Street investment focus is on securing for 
the Conservatives the newly won seats in Northern 
England. The stresses on the Union caused by 
Brexit have been further exacerbated by London’s 
botched handling of the continuing coronavirus 
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crisis. Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have 
all opted for broadly similar approaches rather than 
the foozle of London that is resulting in so many 
casualties. Remember the claim that Brexit allowed 
the UK to ‘have its cake and eat it’.  

Brexit is transformative. England voted for 
Brexit. Brexit is a constitutional disruptor that leaves 
Northern Ireland unappreciated and semi-detached 
within the United Kingdom. 

Uncertainty also beckons Britain, adrift from 
Europe, in the global world. Those thinking outside 
the Brexit bubble are right to be concerned. If 
Trump is re-elected he will feel emboldened in his 
unilateralism, ready to bring America-first to any 
trade negotiations table.  

Contrast that with Europe where in the face of 
Brexit, European unity was maintained and 
regarded as more important than ever. That 
was not just a Brexit reaction. Europe 
recognised that globally, other non-
European powers would seek to exploit it if 
real divisions within it opened.  

The Bank of England*** calculation of 
sterling/euro historical rates indicates that in 
January I973 the £1 sterling equivalence in 
euro would have been 2.21 euro, in 1999 it 
was 1.41 euro, in 2016, the day after the 
Brexit referendum, it was 1.20 euro and today in 
2020 it is 1.11 euro. The trend is one way. The 
numbers speak for themselves. 

So what is optimum economically and 
constitutionally for Northern Ireland to seek? Are 
we approaching a defining moment? Northern 
Ireland has been granted the opportunity to stay in 
Europe’s Customs Union and Single Market under 
the EU Protocol on Ireland and Northern Ireland. 
Despite British prevarication, there is confidence 
that the Protocol will prevail. Right now there is a 
stand-off on the EU-UK future relationship. A no 
deal Brexit is in the offing. However sufficient 
pebbles have been dropped by the EU to chart a 
compromise pathway. Northern Ireland also knows 
that as East Germany was given seamless accession 
to the EU in 1990 with German reunification, so 
too will Northern Ireland if it wishes to rejoin. Such 

a gesture in the European Council declaration of 
April 2017 was remarkable and went virtually 
unnoticed. (The current Scottish Government 
would dearly love a similar declaration but have 
been denied it.) 

The framework of interwoven relationships 
between Britain and Ireland built over 40 years of 
participating, often collaborating, in EU meetings 
and engaging in the margins provided a safety net 
when the going on Northern Ireland got tough. 
That is being removed. The framework predated the 
Good Friday Agreement (GFA). A lacuna has been 
created and a new framework, involving all strands, 
is needed. The programme proposed by the 
incoming Irish Government has a delicately worded 
plan ’A Shared Ireland’ seeking ‘to work towards a 
consensus on a shared island’. Fluidity defines it. 

The successful convergence of interests, 
North and South, in combatting the 
pandemic was as evident as it was 
welcome. A Covid-19 free island would be 
a landmark. The shared interdependence 
on tourism, food, agriculture, marine and 
energy is manifest. How can climate 
change be tackled with the resolution 
needed unless the energy resources 
required are managed on an island basis 

and decarbonisation targeted similarly? 
All the major sports, Rugby, GAA, Cricket, 

Hockey, Swimming, Boxing, Athletics and 
Horseracing in Ireland, bar one, operate on an all 
Island basis. Soccer, which does not, was partitioned 
not by Northern Ireland but by the soccer blazers 
in Dublin in 1921. All the main Churches in 
Ireland are similarly all island organised . 

The ultimate in convergence of interest, it is 
argued, would be an all-Ireland state, secure within 
the European Union. The demand for a ‘Border 
Poll’ came, kneejerk like, from predictable sources 
in the wake of Brexit and has been followed up by 
others, citing demographics. Such clamour is 
misplaced. Further debate has ensued as to whether 
50%+1 is the appropriate maxim for deciding such 
a referendum. The blunt answer to that is if 50%-1 
indicates a losing outcome, then 50%+1 has to be 

…  acting as 
part of that EU 

entity 
immeasurably 

outweighs 
action as a 

single nation
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the marker for winning. Either way a narrow 
margin could be unsettling, destabilising and the 
bewilderment that met the Brexit outcome in 2016 
should alert us to the dangers. 

The programme agreed by Fine Gael, Fianna Fail 
and Greens for the new Irish government ignores a 
call for a referendum on Irish Unity. It offers over 
20 sensible action lines built around ‘the absolute 
respect for consent’. So, let’s encourage Unionism 
to consider hitching Northern Ireland’s wagon to 
the European star and enter debate about a new 
Ireland – a shared Ireland. Let it take account of the 
unloved indifference displayed by the London 
government. In contrast there is the clear 
accommodation offered by the EU and by the Irish 
Government. Recognise that Brexit is a game 
changer that will not be undone, but it need not be 
our undoing. 

An arena of integrity and impartiality 
should be authorised by the British–Irish 
Intergovernmental Conference and the task 
of ‘Ireland – A Positive Conversation’ given 
to it. It will be enhanced if it is framed 
around future aspirations rather than by 
past allegiances. The task is to examine, in 
a transparent manner, the nature of 
structures for Ireland in a post Brexit world. 
The format – a citizen’s dialogue, a 
convention, or a forum – should have the widest of 
inputs. It needs to move beyond the All Island Civic 
Dialogue. If the conversation is to have rectitude it 
cannot be prescriptive. But it can have context. As 
the Economist recently stated: 

‘the island of Ireland needs a plan. The priority 
should be to work out how to make unionists feel 
that they have a place in a new Ireland’. **** 

We owe it to the GFA to probe its principles and 
potential before moving beyond it. Thus, it might 
look at the progress made on the Irish Government’s 
GFA commitment to ‘continue to take further 
active steps to demonstrate its respect for the 
different traditions in the island of Ireland’. 

Perhaps examine if in the event of constitutional 
change, with sovereignty moving from London to 
Dublin, would a devolved Stormont administration 

remain, offering the same protections as currently 
exist? Would British identity be respected in the 
new disposition as Irish is in the current 
arrangement ? 

Financial assessments will arise. Would the UK 
regard a finite contribution for a finite period 
preferable to the ‘into perpetuity’ current 
arrangement? Would the EU offer support similar 
to that provided in bringing together East and West 
Germany? Can the potential cost for citizens of the 
current Republic and Northern Ireland be 
quantified? 

What of flags, anthems, and symbols, would any 
or all of those need changed? What of security and 
justice, education and health? International 
relations? The fully independent republics of Malta 
and of Cyprus are EU member states but also 

members of the Commonwealth. Would a 
New Ireland consider a similar alignment. 

Obstacles will be identified for sure. 
That is in the nature of conversation. The 
question is can they be overcome? These 
and many more are issues to discuss and in 
the light of that conversation let it be 
decided, whether the conditions specified 
in the Good Friday Agreement for a 
referendum have been met. Remember that 
if a referendum is eventually called, it is a 

verdict for both parts of Ireland ‘freely and 
concurrently given’. For it to be carried in the 
Republic the process will need to be conducted in a 
spirit of reconciliation and inclusiveness. 

Reality exists. Post pandemic, we risk years of 
economic stagnation unless imaginative and 
stimulating recovery action is taken, including an 
all island convergence. Does Northern Ireland wish 
to be part of ‘Next Generation EU’? Does Northern 
Ireland want to be part of ‘A Shared Island’? 

If truly there ‘is a tide in the affairs of men ....’ is 
now that tide, that time? 

*McGill Summer School July 2018 
** Financial Times 1 April 2020  
***Bank of England historical exchange rates 
****The Economist 14 February 2020 
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‘It’s a long way from Finchley’ 
Feargal Cochrane 
 
Feargal Cochrane is Emeritus Professor and Senior Research Fellow in the Conflict 
Analysis Research Centre, University of Kent. His book Breaking Peace: Brexit and 
Northern Ireland is published by Manchester University Press in September 2020. 

Barely a year after being rapturously welcomed by 
DUP delegates in November 2018, Boris Johnston 
turned around and did the very thing he said no 
British government could or should ever do. He 
signed off on a Withdrawal Agreement with the 
European Union that is likely to see a border placed 
in the Irish Sea at the end of the Brexit transition 
period in December 2020.  

To rub salt in the unionist wound, it was the 
Irish government that Johnson abandoned them for, 
after a hasty fling with Taoiseach Leo Varadkar at a 
hotel in the Wirral near Liverpool in October 2019. 
The DUP were then cast aside like a jilted lover, 
wondering what they ever saw in the cad in the first 
place. Johnson played the part of political gigolo 
with natural aplomb – leaving his former DUP 
partner wondering where it all went wrong.  

Those who had cheered Johnson so 
enthusiastically in 2018 were understandably 
seething at his apparent duplicity barely a year after 
he had ridden his Brexiteer bus in through the door 
of Downing Street, replacing Theresa May as Prime 
Minister in July 2019. Unionist shock that Boris 
Johnson had duped them, while being receptive to 
the overtures of the Irish Republic (and EU), was 
reminiscent of previous traumas; the Anglo-Irish 
Agreement in 1985, the prorogation of Stormont in 
1972 and the Home Rule crisis at the end of the 
ninteenth Century. 

Despite the warm words and frequent visits by 
members of the royal family, it appears that 
Northern Ireland is different from other constituent 
parts of the United Kingdom, and that the British 
government is prepared to countenance policies in 
Northern Ireland that it would not deem 
appropriate for Norwich, Nantwich – or even 
Neath, during periods of political crisis. 

While unionists have resolutely demonstrated 
their loyalty to Queen and country and even to 

Boris Johnston with Julian Smith, Secretary of State 
for Northern Ireland, 2019–20
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‘If you read the withdrawal 
agreement, you can see that 
we are witnessing the birth 
of a new country called 
UK(NI) or Ukni, … Ukni is no 
longer exclusively ruled by 
London or Stormont. Ukni is 
in large part to be ruled by 
Brussels. … No British 
Conservative government 
could or should sign up to 
anything of the kind.’ 
Boris Johnson speaking at DUP Annual Conference 2018 
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political institutions that have at times disregarded 
their feelings, there has always been an existential 
fear that the feeling is not mutual. That insecurity 
sits deep within unionist DNA and is one of the 
reasons why some perform their Britishness so 
vividly. In the back of the collective mind sits the 
fear that they are not quite as British as those on ‘the 
mainland’, and clearly were not, in the words of 
Margaret Thatcher in 1981; ‘part of the United 
Kingdom; as much as my constituency is’. 
(Thatcher was MP for Finchley, hence the popular 
phrase; ‘as British as Finchley’.) The fear is that 
Northern Ireland is as British as Gibraltar, or as 
British as the Falkland Islands – and both are a very 
long way from Finchley.  

Brexit is the latest political trauma for ‘Team GB’ 
that might require the captain of the ship  to 
reluctantly close the airlock as seen in countless 
disaster movies, to save the rest of the crew and 
passengers from going down with the ship. ‘Getting 
Brexit done’ has required GB to make a legally 
binding commitment that Northern Ireland will 
remain aligned with the EU in ways that Finchley 
and the rest of the UK will not be subject to at the 
end of the transition period in December 2020. 

One of the reasons for such political pragmatism 
over the years, is that the political elite from Lloyd 
George, and Churchill, to Thatcher, Heath, and 
now Johnson, have not been dramatically at odds 
with public opinion. Arguably Lloyd George sailed 
close to the wind in this respect in terms of 
opposition in Britain to Home Rule – but in more 
recent times, attitudes in Great Britain to Northern 
Ireland have been ambivalent. Its constitutional 
future and whether it is British or Irish have often 
been secondary to more pressing issues – notably 
Brexit in recent times. A YouGov poll in November 
2019 found that only 41% of those asked said they 
would be sad to see Northern Ireland break away 
from the UK. Roughly two fifths of those polled 
suggested they didn’t mind either way, while it was 
the preferred option for 9% of those asked.  

When you add a competing priority, GB 
enthusiasm for keeping Northern Ireland in the 
Union goes down another few notches. A 2018 

opinion poll commissioned by Conservative peer 
Michael Ashcroft, suggested that six out of ten 
people surveyed ‘would not mind either way’ if 
Northern Ireland voted to leave the UK. Similar 
figures were recorded in an Ashcroft poll of English 
opinion published in October 2019, with only 35% 
saying that Northern Ireland should remain part of 
the UK. 13% said that Northern Ireland should not 
be part of the UK and 43% saying that it was up to 
the people of Northern Ireland themselves to 
decide. An IPSOS-MORI opinion poll published 
with King’s College London in April 2019 found 
that just 36% hoped that Northern Ireland would 
vote to remain in the UK if given the choice, 18% 
would prefer Northern Ireland voted to leave the 
UK and join the Irish Republic, and 36% said they 
didn’t mind either way. This was in sharp contrast 
to GB opinion towards Scotland, where 54% hoped 
it would remain part of the UK if given the choice.  

Such polls reflect the fact that viewed from Great 
Britain, Northern Ireland is different. It exists on 
the political, economic and cultural periphery rather 
than being an integral component of GB’s  
understanding of its own self-image. 

The phrase first uttered by former Northern 
Ireland Secretary Peter Brooke in November 1990 
that Britain had ‘no selfish strategic or economic 
interest’ in Northern Ireland, was one of the golden 
keys that unlocked political agreement in Northern 
Ireland and devolved government. The British 
government has never said this about Scotland, 
Wales or any other part of the UK. It is hurtful to 
unionists who feel that Britain should have a selfish 
interest in Northern Ireland. If it once did then it 
does so no longer and it is unlikely that it ever will 
again.  

When it comes to Northern Ireland, different 
rules apply. It’s Team GB first and Team GB and 
Northern Ireland, a distant second.  

First Minister Arlene Foster with 
former Prime Minister Theresa May
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Evolving Irish attitudes to 
Brexit Britain and to Northern 
Ireland 
Bobby McDonagh 
 
Bobby McDonagh was Irish Permanent Representative to the EU (2005–09), 
Ambassador to the UK (2009–13) and Ambassador to Italy (2013–17).  
He is a regular Irish media commentator.  

Queen Elizabeth, during her 
State Visit to Ireland in 2011, 
laid a wreath in the Garden of 
Remembrance in Dublin in 
honour of those who gave 
their lives in the cause of Irish 
freedom. On the following 
day, President McAleese joined 
the Queen in laying wreaths in 
honour of Irishmen who died 
in British uniform.  

Those symbolic historic acts marked the 
culmination of several decades of remarkable 
progress in the relationship between these islands. 
Although there is no greater expression of sovereign 
separateness than a State Visit, such visits are also 
an assertion of friendship and respect between the 
two countries concerned. While Ireland and the UK 
naturally remain proud of their distinct histories 
and  identities, the enthusiasm of the Irish public’s 
response to the dignity of the Queen’s actions and 
the warmth of her words suggested that Irishness 
and Britishness could perhaps, without minimizing 
the conflicts of the past, live more comfortably 
together into the future. At the same time, for 
obvious and understandable reasons, reconciliation 

between Britishness and Irishness in Northern 
Ireland remained a more long-term project.  

It seems timely now, nearly a decade on, to take 
stock of progress. How have Irish attitudes towards 
Britain evolved? And how do people in this state 
now view Northern Ireland where the tension 
between British and Irish identity remains 
unresolved? There is no simple answer to those two 
questions. I will make a stab at it. 

Any analysis must start with the Brexit 
referendum in 2016, the most disruptive event in 
British/Irish relations in modern times. Just a few 
months after Ireland had celebrated the 1916 
centenary, deeply proud of our history but 
consciously respectful of the deepening friendship 
and interconnectedness of these islands, the British 
people voted, narrowly, to leave the European 
Union which had provided the essential context for 
that deepening friendship. Sadly, every aspect of the 
future relationship between Britain and Ireland 
must now be managed through the prism of Brexit. 
It has diminished our shared interests, the gentle 
blending of our perceptions and the habitual context 
for the pursuit of our friendship. It has set our 
countries on divergent courses. 

As regards Irish attitudes towards Britain, I 
believe that the predominant feeling here is probably 
still one of friendship towards our neighbour. 
However, the casual confidence of the developing 
friendship has been jolted. The relationships and 
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complexities of these islands were not, of course, the 
target of Brexit, merely unintended collateral 
damage. But one of the hardest things to take from 
a friend is the message that you count for nothing.     

The instinct for friendship towards Britain 
remains strong here, not least because of the 
personal and family connections and the cultural 
synergy. However, it seems to me that the years since 
the Brexit vote have seen three other feelings 
increasingly interwoven into the relationship.  

First, there has been irritation. There is 
widespread awareness here that Ireland’s 
straightforward pursuit of its own interests has 
frequently been mispresented and challenged in 
British public discourse. Ireland’s right to 
identify and advance its interests has 
apparently been difficult for some to 
understand. The Irish Government’s 
reasonable approach, supported across the 
political spectrum, has been portrayed 
falsely as anti-British. Ireland has been 
accused, simultaneously and absurdly, of 
both manipulating Brussels and being 
manipulated by Brussels. This irritation has 
been exacerbated by the attitude of some 
British politicians towards the European 
Union, of which Ireland is proud to be an 
integral part.  

Second, that irritation has at times spilled over 
into anger. The comments of a small number of 
British politicians and commentators have reflected 
the sad and shallow prejudices of the past. There is 
also understandable anger at the gratuitous damage 
that Brexit will do to the Irish economy and at the 
flippant approach some have taken to the subtleties 
of the peace process. 

Third, above all, there is a feeling here of 
bewilderment that a country that knew so much 
about exercising influence has chosen to go insular, 
that a country that prides itself on its pragmatism 
should dismiss the role of expertise and rational 
analysis in shaping its future. When Brexit comes 

up in Irish conversations there is more shaking of 
heads than wagging of fingers. 

The second question concerns how attitudes 
here to Northern Ireland have evolved. There is 
significant sympathy for the majority of its people 
who, against their wishes, now find themselves 
outside the EU. There is relief that a hard border on 
the island is set to be avoided. Even if empathy for 
those unionists who voted for Brexit is in short 
supply, there is some understanding for their 
predicament, a consequence of Brexit.  

It seems to me, having recently qualified as an 
executive coach, that the distinction between 
coaching and mentoring could throw some light on 

current attitudes here to Northern Ireland. 
Mentoring means guiding others on what 
they should do. Coaching, on the other 
hand, involves creating an empathetic and 
supportive space for others to identify their 
priorities, to grapple with options and to 
decide a way forward. It also means 
encouraging them to be open to change. 
Some in Ireland express support for an 
early referendum on the constitutional 
status of Northern Ireland although, 
significantly, they did not prioritize the 
issue in the recent general election. 

Contrary to some unionist fears, the Brexit Irish 
Protocol was not seen here as a step towards Irish 
unity but rather as an attempt to protect the 
balances of the peace process insofar as Brexit allows. 
The predominant approach here to Northern 
Ireland could be seen as akin to that of coaching. 
Most of us recognize that there are vastly complex 
issues to be defined and teased through in the first 
instance by the people of Northern Ireland. They 
will be happy to contribute to providing a 
supportive context for such reflection and are 
probably, for the most part, sympathetic to Irish 
unity at some point. However there is no desire or 
impetus to tell Northern Ireland what to do. 

First there 
has been 

irritation. 
Brexit … has 

set our 
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Adding more democracy with 
citizens’ assemblies 
Jamie Pow 
 
Jamie Pow is a lecturer in the Politics Department at Queen's University 

“Let us dare more democracy,” 
declared Willy Brandt on 
becoming Chancellor of the 
Federal Republic of Germany 
in 1969, a sentiment that 
continues to resonate across 
time and space. It resonates 
because around the world 
many citizens are detached 
from political decision-making 
– not because there is a 
widespread rejection of 
democratic values, but because 
established processes and 
institutions often struggle to 
adequately implement these 
values in practice.  
 
This resonates because efforts to deepen democracy 
entail a degree of risk: political leaders may be 
reluctant to take a step into the unknown, 
particularly if ‘more democracy’ means a reduction 
in their own relative power. Yet when large swathes 
of citizens feel dissatisfied with the way democracy 
works, the task of reimagining the design of 
democratic processes and institutions is not only 
‘daring’, but also necessary.  

In Northern Ireland, the Belfast/Good Friday 
Agreement was a daring example of political leaders 
embracing, to varying degrees, an innovative 
experiment in democratic design. The power-

sharing institutions at Stormont, reflecting 
consociational principles, were intended to facilitate 
democratic government in a deeply divided place 
emerging from conflict. Their establishment 
marked a significant achievement in the peace 
process. However, their day-to-day performance has 
raised serious questions over the extent to which 
they can meaningfully engage with the public.  

Voter turnout serves as one measure of political 
engagement. In the first Assembly election in 1998, 
voter participation was relatively high: just under 
70 percent of eligible voters cast a ballot. In 2007, 
turnout fell to 62 percent in the first election 
following a five-year suspension of devolution. After 
successfully completing a full term, turnout fell 
further to just 56 percent in 2011, a level broadly 
matched in 2016. A low level of voter turnout is not 
in itself a cause for concern; indeed, abstention from 
voting may be a tacit expression of broad 
satisfaction with decision-makers. However, there is 
little accompanying evidence to suggest that the 
public has been enthusiastic about the quality of 
democracy on offer. The 2014 Northern Ireland 
Life and Times Survey found that only 11 percent 
of respondents were satisfied with the performance 
of MLAs; 66 percent said they were dissatisfied. In 
other words, even before the latest collapse of the 
power-sharing institutions in 2017, democracy in 
Northern Ireland was in rather poor health. 

What might explain citizens’ frustration? One 
important factor lies in the composition of decision-
makers. Since 1998 the vast majority of MLAs 
elected to the Assembly have designated as either 
nationalist or unionist. In the current Assembly, 
only 11 out of 90 members designate as ‘other’, 
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which happens to be the highest proportion to date. 
Among the wider public, however, survey data in 
recent years has consistently shown that around half 
of all citizens identify as neither nationalist nor 
unionist. Many within this group still hold a 
constitutional preference, either supporting a united 
Ireland or Northern Ireland’s continued 
membership of the UK, but the rejection of 
unionist or nationalist labels by such a large section 
of the population suggests that ethno-national 
divisions are much stronger within Stormont than 
outside it. This, in turn, may make it more difficult 
to reach consensus, with decision-making often 
characterised by closed-door negotiation between 
competing interests as opposed to 
deliberation in pursuit of a common 
interest. In short, decision-makers are not 
representative of the broader population – 
at least when it comes to the distribution of 
ethno-national ideology – and the nature of 
the decision-making process tends to leave 
the mass public detached from any 
meaningful involvement. 

The 1998 Agreement appeared to pre-
empt the potential for decision-making to be too 
elite-centric and too divided along ‘green and 
orange’ lines. Along with an elected Assembly and 
Executive, a Civic Forum was established to 
formally embed civil society in the political process. 
The advisory body comprised sixty members 
appointed by the First and deputy First Minister to 
represent different sectors, including trade 
unionism, business, education, the voluntary and 
community sectors, and churches. However, it was 
quickly dismissed as a ‘talking shop’ by some, 
lacking a clear sense of purpose and connection to 
the wider public. Partly because of its corporatist 
membership linked to arbitrarily defined groups, 
partly because of its rather vague decision-making 
remit, and partly because of a perception that its 
output was inconsequential, there was insufficient 
enthusiasm to preserve the Civic Forum alongside 
Northern Ireland’s elected institutions; it lasted only 
two years.  

The New Decade, New Approach agreement of 

January 2020 offers signs that Northern Ireland’s 
political leaders are aware of the need to strengthen 
the bond between citizens and the institutions that 
serve them. As part of a civic engagement strategy, 
the deal makes a commitment to holding at least 
one citizens’ assembly per year on issues identified 
by the Executive. So, what exactly is a citizens’ 
assembly? The first important feature is that 
members are randomly selected, producing a body 
of ordinary citizens who are representative of the 
wider public according to gender, age, community 
background, ethno-national ideology, and so on. 
This is a crucial difference from the previous Civic 
Forum in which members were appointed. The 

second key feature is that members of 
citizens’ assemblies engage in a process of 
structured deliberation: receiving evidence 
from experts and relevant stakeholders, 
weighing up different options in discussion 
with fellow citizen members. This 
environment helps to promote the 
consideration of issues in a way that serves 
the common interest. 

Citizens’ assemblies have been used 
around the world as an innovative way of involving 
ordinary citizens directly in decision-making. In 
Canada and the Netherlands they have been used 
to consider electoral reform. In the Republic of 
Ireland citizens’ assemblies (and variants) were set 
up to consider reforming the Constitution, 
including on the specific questions of legalising 
same-sex marriage and changing the law on 
abortion. In the UK, they have been commissioned 
by parliamentary committees on social care and 
climate change, two issues that politicians have 
historically found difficult to tackle. In other words, 
citizens’ assemblies do not pose a threat to 
conventional institutions and processes; instead, 
they can strengthen the democratic quality of 
decision-making by making it more representative 
and more deliberative, working alongside elected 
politicians as they navigate contested and/or 
complex issues. 
A pilot initiative offers encouraging evidence that 
citizens’ assemblies can work well in Northern 
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Ireland too. Sponsored by a range of charities, the 
first Citizens’ Assembly for Northern Ireland met in 
2018 to consider the future of social care for 
older people. After two intensive weekends 
of learning and discussion, 75 citizens from 
all walks of life produced a total of 27 
recommendations; indeed, the sheer volume 
of proposals reflects participants’ high level 
of engagement with the issue. Participants 
also engaged well with the process: 92% of 
those who took part agreed that their fellow 
participants respected what they had to say, 
even when their opinions differed. 
Significantly, by the end of the process 97% 
agreed that citizens’ assemblies should be 
used more often to inform politicians in 
decision-making. That’s quite an endorsement.  

The ambition of the people who took part in this 
democratic experiment has since been met by the 

commitment made by political leaders in 
the New Decade, New Approach Deal. The 
deal’s pledge to hold regular citizens’ 
assemblies has the potential to strengthen 
the connection between Northern Ireland’s 
political institutions and the wider public. 
But for this to happen, the role of citizens’ 
assemblies must be meaningful. Only if the 
Executive tasks these new bodies with the 
consideration of issues that resonate with 
the wider public, and if the Executive 
responds constructively to their 
recommendations, can citizens’ assemblies 
add more democracy to the way Northern 

Ireland is governed.
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Wet market, Chinese Consulate, Malone Road by Ian Knox
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Customs, consent and compromise:  
The significance of the Brexit Protocol on Ireland/ 
Northern Ireland 
Katy Hayward 
 
Katy Hayward is Professor of Political Sociology at Queen’s University Belfast,  
and Senior Fellow in the UK in a Changing Europe think tank. 

When Leo and Boris went for 
a walk in the grounds of a 
wedding venue in the Wirral 
on 10 October 2019, long-lens 
cameras followed them, 
hoping to capture a 
‘marriage of minds’. The 
pressure was on. The 
European Council of EU 
leaders was due to meet in a 
week’s time and the UK set to 
leave the EU at the end of the 
month.  

The prospect of a ‘crash-out Brexit’ was a very real 
threat. Since Johnson had taken over the 
premiership in July, there had been plenty of 
posturing, much drum-banging  and a loudly 
‘ticking clock’ (as an increasingly impatient EU chief 
negotiator Michel Barnier liked to remind the UK) 
– but no breakthrough. London and Brussels 
remained intransigently at odds over ‘the Irish 
border problem’. In the end, it was this low-key 
bilateral meeting in an English country estate that 
found ‘a pathway to a possible deal’.  

According to the brief statement issued 
afterwards, at the centre of the British-Irish talks 
were the topics of ‘customs and consent’. A century 
after the creation of this small region on the edge of 

Europe, the relationship between a global bloc and 
a former imperial power hung on the formulation 
of customs arrangements and a consent mechanism 
exclusively for Northern Ireland. Historians to 
come will disagree as vigorously as current 
politicians and pundits over the decisions and 
conditions that led to this point. But the simple 
reason as to why it came to be is that, ultimately, 
Brexit meant borders. And borders mean rather a 
lot in Northern Ireland. They have potent symbolic 
power (just ask Trump or, for that matter, Farage). 
They also have tangible, real-world effect. The call 
to ‘take back control of our borders’ was quite so 
compelling for the British public precisely because 
EU membership had softened the borders of the 
United Kingdom.  

Brexit was a withdrawal from an organisation 
whose founded on the principle of integration: 
economic, legal, political, security, social. Although 
the Irish border was becoming an external EU 
boundary both sides wanted to ensure that the 
integration on the island of Ireland was disrupted 
as little as possible in the process. Meeting this 
objective required an imaginative compromise. And 
the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland in the 
UK-EU Withdrawal Agreement is just such a 
compromise. The UK agreed to apply the rules of 
the EU as if Northern Ireland were still in the EU’s 
customs union and single market for goods. And 
the EU agreed to treat Northern Ireland on these 
terms, and to depend on the UK authorities to 
enforce its rules. This constitutes an extraordinary 
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economic arrangement.  It is unprecedented in 
terms of international law. And now, in order for it 
to work, the conditions of collaboration must be 
fostered so that Northern Ireland can, at the very 
minimum, avoid global infamy as a site of recurring 
UK-EU wrangles. 

The arrangements put in place by the Protocol 
to manage the tricky issues of ‘customs and consent’ 
reflects the inseparability of the pragmatic and the 
emblematic in negotiations over the ‘Irish border 
problem’. Just as it was impossible to conceive of 
reintroducing a customs border on the island of 
Ireland in terms and ways that did not evoke fears 
of ‘reopening a wound’, so it was inevitable that 
placing Northern Ireland in distinct arrangements 
would provoke anxiety and speculation about its 
constitutional status . In a speech to the DUP party 
conference in November 2018, Johnson had set  
out the conundrum for the UK in a way that 
dramatically evoked this very calculation: 

if we wanted to cut tariffs or vary our regulation 
then we would have to leave Northern Ireland 
behind as an economic semi-colony of the EU, 
and we would be damaging the fabric of the 
Union with regulatory checks and even customs 
controls between GB and NI [sic]. 

Within the year, as Prime Minister Johnson had 
agreed a deal with the EU that was different from 
that envisaged by his predecessor’s  detested 
‘backstop’ deal not in terms of where it placed 

Northern Ireland (i.e. closely aligned to EU rules), 
but in where it allowed the rest of the UK to go (i.e. 
as far away as it wished). Northern Ireland officially 
remains part of the UK’s customs territory, but the 
Union Customs Code and some 280 regulations 
and directives of the EU will continue to apply 
directly in the region after the end of transition. The 
problem for Johnson is that he – along with many 
of the most ardent critics of May’s backstop – had 
painted just such a scenario as constituting a direct 
threat to the UK union. 

The addition of a ‘democratic consent 
mechanism’ to the Protocol was intended to salve 
the wound caused by this about-turn. Four years 
after the end of the transition period, MLAs will 
have a vote on whether to disapply those articles in 
the Protocol which see Northern Ireland align to 
EU rules for the movement of goods. The 
democratic consent mechanism is itself another 
extraordinary feature in the Protocol. It was 
designed at a point in time when we had been 
without a functioning Assembly for nearly three 
years, so the fact that MLAs were being given any 
task at all – let alone one on which the future 
integrity of the EU’s single market might depend – 
was quite remarkable. But it brings with it some 
element of retrospective legitimisation. So when the 
UK government wishes to assure unionists that 
Northern Ireland is not, actually, an ‘economic 
semi-colony of the EU’ or such like, it points to this 
vote. Indeed, its command paper of May 2020 went 
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so far as to claim that there is thus a ‘democratic 
principle at the heart of the Protocol’. If there is a 
simple majority in favour of continuing to align 
with the EU, another such vote will be held four 
years later. If there is a simple majority against 
alignment, then the relevant provisions will cease to 
apply after a period of two years. What is supposed 
to happen to Northern Ireland’s economy – let 
alone its political stability – during those two years 
is a question no one dare yet contemplate. And what 
happens after that will be on the basis of ‘necessary 
measures’ to be identified by the UK-EU Joint 
Committee (and not, one notes, the NI Assembly, 
Westminster or the Oireachtas).  

Accepting the consent mechanism was a gamble 
on the part of the EU, but (given the consequences 
of a vote against) the assumption must have been 
that the pro-Remain majority in Northern Ireland 
on 23 June 2016 would translate into a pro-
Protocol majority in December 2024. However, 
there is a lot of ground to cover between now and 
then. And this ground could get very mucky very 
quickly. Much to the consternation of the EU and 
the Irish government, the UK government has 
stressed (in its command paper) that ‘the Protocol 
is not codified as a permanent solution’. In one 
regard, this is correct. In a way not dissimilar to the 
1998 Agreement, the Protocol has cemented a 
profound uncertainty into Northern Ireland’s 
future. Whereas the prospect of a referendum on 
Irish unification is there to assure nationalists over 
the 1998 Agreement, the prospect of escaping the 
‘rule-taking’ arrangements is there to assure 
unionists over the Protocol. Whilst the logic of 
providing for such a binary vote can be easily 
understood and even justified, it does make it more 
difficult to foster the politics of consensus-building 
and cooperation in the meantime. The quest to 
reduce uncertainty entails, in both cases, 
establishing a majority (either for or against the one 
existing at the time the agreement was drafted). In 
fact, the UK command paper goes so far as to say 
the outcome of any consent vote will be decided not 
just by the Assembly but by ‘elections in Northern 
Ireland’.  Given the 2019 NI Life & Times Survey 

found ‘Remainer’ and ‘Leaver’ identities to be more 
strongly held than even those of ‘unionist’ and 
‘nationalist’, we can be sure that any election fought 
on the issue of the Protocol could easily become 
deeply polarising. And even if the carefully-won 
customs compromise is disapplied or simply fails, 
the knotty problem that made it necessary will stand 
undiminished.  

When Leo and Boris went for a walk in the 
Wirral, they talked about Northern Ireland as a 
place in which both countries were closely invested. 
They edged towards agreement on the 
understanding that the other would hold firm to 
their commitment to the 1998 Agreement. There is 
a temptation for both governments now to 
emphasise ‘fundamentals’ in order to compensate 
for the stretch that the compromise required of 
them. Thus, in the intervening months, we have 
seen the British government become more unionist, 
stressing (in the May 2020 command paper) that 
its approach ‘will be guided at all times by our 
overall aims of preserving and strengthening 
Northern Ireland’s place in our United Kingdom’. 
And, for its part, the new Irish coalition government 
is respond to calls from nationalists by examining 
the political, social, economic and cultural 
considerations underpinning’ a ‘shared island’ for 
the future. The governments are attempting to meet 
the Brexit-related concerns of unionism and 
nationalism within Northern Ireland by assuring of 
their unionist and nationalist intentions, albeit 
rather mildly. But what would be much more useful 
instead would be for the two of them not to counter 
the realities of their compromise but to create the 
conditions in Northern Ireland in which the 
challenges it raises might be met.  

The future of Northern Ireland is to be shaped 
by something that virtually nobody here wants – the 
majority didn’t want Brexit to begin with, and very 
few wanted to see new economic barriers of any 
kind across the Irish Sea. If the Protocol causes 
harm, there will be no shortage of objects for blame. 
But for the foreseeable future, the common interests 
of these islands – embodied in Northern Ireland – 
depend on making it work. g
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I am an Other. My partner 
is another. Other Others I 
know include friends, 
family, neighbours and 
colleagues.  

We are usually regarded as marginal, and to some 
people we are invisible. But according to the latest 
edition of the annual attitudes survey 
conducted by Queen’s University and 
Ulster University, the NI Life and Times 
Survey, we make up 50% of the population. 
Usually it is assumed that the people of 
Northern Ireland can be divided into 
nationalists and unionists, and indeed the 
Good Friday Agreement is built on that 
assumption. In the provisions for the local 
Assembly members are required to 
designate as either being either one or the 
other, with the remainder grouped together 
by the negative definition of ‘other’. 
However, the old binary divide that has 
characterised northern politics cannot cope 
with the complexity of the new Northern Ireland 
now emerging. In fact, the latest poll shows 
unionists making up only 26% of the population 
and nationalists even less, at 21%. At 50%, those 
who do not self-categorise as either unionists or 
nationalists number more than the other two 
categories put together. 

Could this figure be a false indicator? Yes, 
undoubtedly, if considered on its own. The Life and 
Times survey is kaleidoscopic and no one answer 

gives the whole picture. Added to which, the 
evidence from election results shows that people still 
rally to the banners of the two main historical 
traditions. On the face of it, the survey data may be 
an accurate representation of what people say in 
response to a particular question, but what they 
actually do can be very different. That has always 
been the case, and after the inaccurate predictions 
of the pollsters in the EU referendum and the US 
presidential election, opinion polls have been taken 

with bucket loads of salt. It would be a 
mistake though to ignore this finding from 
the Life and Times survey, or to diminish 
its significance. The importance of social 
science data is that it can give early 
indications of shifts of feeling in the 
population that will only later manifest 
themselves in political behaviour. In other 
words, if we want to know which political 
parties currently command support we 
look to the election results, but if we want 
to understand the deeper trends that will 
shape electoral behaviour in the future we 
look to the survey data, and to the evidence 
provided by government statistics. 

For example, figures issued last month by the 
Department of Education show that there were 
16,000 ‘newcomer’ pupils in Northern Ireland in 
2018/19 – making up 4.4% of all school 
enrolments. That’s one in twenty of the school 
population and, in years to come, they will be one 
in twenty of the electorate. Changing times. You can 
almost hear the groaning of the tectonic plates. And 
it’s not just because of the arrival of new 
communities. Inside the older communities there is 

The lives of Others 
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a shift away from traditional identities.  Another 
publication issued by the Department of Education, 
the annual School Census, shows that in addition 
to those who are not of any Christian 
denomination, 11% of school pupils in this current 
year are recorded as having no religion/none 
recorded.  

Let’s follow this through to the workplace. The 
Labour Force Survey asks a question each year about 
religion and year on year the percentage of people 
who do not self-categorise as either Catholic or 
Protestant has been growing. In fact in the period 
from 1990 to 2017 it has more than doubled, from 
6% to 17%. Furthermore, in the 16–24 cohort it 
has more than trebled, from 7% to 22%.   

What does all this mean for politics? It may have 
taken some time for these subterranean forces to 
break through above ground, but recent election 
results show that Others are now visibly a major 
political force. In the local government elections on 
2 May the combined vote of Alliance, the Greens 
and the left wing People Before Profit was 14%. 
That’s almost double the 7.9% of the vote for the 

combined Other parties in the local government 
elections five years ago. In Belfast City Council the 
results were even more dramatic, with Others taking 
27 seats out of 70, or 39% of the total. 

And of course the momentum didn’t stop there. 
The big electoral shock came with the Northern 
Ireland elections to the EU Parliament later in May. 
Naomi Long not only far outdistanced the SDLP 
and the UUP, she was in fact closer to the totals for 
Diane Dodds from the DUP and Martina Anderson 
from Sinn Fein. And when you add in the Greens 
and sundry other independents, the Others 
accounted for 21% of the vote. What’s interesting 
about that figure is that it is in line with the 
demographic predictions that say that Northern 
Ireland is heading towards a 40/40/20 breakdown. 
Neither nationalism nor unionism can achieve a 
majority, if we take the term majority to mean 50% 
or over. The two traditions are likely to balance each 
other out at around 40% of the vote, with Others 
taking 20%.  We are all minorities now. In the long-
term future there will be three political blocs. Us, 
them, and the Others. 

Claire Bailey leader of 
the Green Party

g

                                          2001 Census                            2011 Census                                                       Life & Times  
                                   stated      adjusted                     stated      adjusted                                           1998          2012       2019 

Protestant*                   46%        55%                     41.6%           48.4%                  Unionist             40%            28%         33% 

Catholic                        40%        44%                     40.8%         45.1%                    Nationalist 25%  23%  23% 

None/not                     14%        3%                       16.9%           5.6%                    Neither 33%   47%  39% 
Stated 

* including other Christian 

Religious allocations in the Censuses and self-declared political affiliation in the Life and Times surveys
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Just before lockdown, I 
attended Shared Education 
training. As the tray-bakes 
were  handed around, our 
school’s parish priest took 
three caramel squares “in 
honour of the Holy Trinity”. 
And I took fifteens “in honour 
of my Presbyterian ancestors.”  
 
When we sent our kids to the local Catholic 
school a few years ago, we thought we were being 
cultural pioneers. Although our Protestantism is 
nominal, and we see ourselves as political ‘others’, 
it still felt like crossing a divide. 

And in many ways, it was. A new world 
opened up. St. Patrick’s day bingo in the parish 
hall, un-advertised trad music in the local pub, 
going to friends’ first communions. We still do a 
double take when the kids say haitch. 

But were we pioneers? We were not. Another 
world opened up too. Full of mixed marriages and 
cross-community banter at the school gate. 
Protestants who just liked the small class sizes or 
lived nearby. One school dad led the local Twelfth 
of July parade last year, proudly banging his big bass 
drum. This is a world of people living very ordinary 
but, for Northern Ireland, very radical lives.  

There are two realities in Northern Ireland right 
now. On one hand, there is political polarisation. A 

Divided politics, 
blended lives 
Claire Mitchell 
 
Claire Mitchell is a writer and researcher from Belfast; former QUB sociologist

fragile government, stuck in the mud of the past. 
On the other, there is the lived reality of so many of 
our lives. Where social mixing and fluidity are 
unremarkable and everyday. 

How can these two things exist at once? How 
they can be authentic halves of the same whole? 

So much has already been said over the years 
about political polarisation. Suffice to say that while 
the Good Friday Agreement stopped most of the 
violence in Northern Ireland, it had a freezing effect 
on politics. By maximising rewards for being orange 
or green, power-sharing artificially shored up the 
binary and has frequently led to stalemate. One for 
us, one for them. 

Many nationalists’ understanding of the 
Agreement was that there was to be an overlapping 
Venn diagram. Two communities are equal, two 
constitutional aspirations are equal, that two 
identities could co-exist in Northern Ireland as is. 

Many unionists’ understanding of the Agreement 
was that it secured the union, ended violence, and 
that they still had a veto if needed. But it was a more 
difficult pill to swallow. Equality meant giving 
something away. That was hard. 

Those are very different narratives to balance.  
Fast forward to Brexit, and the pain of the fudged 

past, and political divisions today sometimes feel 
even more intractable. It seems like nationalists are 
increasingly looking to Dublin for leadership. While 
some unionists are underlining that they never liked 
the Agreement in the first place. The others, the 
neithers and the misfits are continually frustrated 
that their politics are an afterthought. 
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This is a dangerous and volatile place to be. But 
it would be equally dangerous to assume that we are 
in a much worse position now than ever. Because 
we are not.  

As a society, we are in a better place. Not simply 
because violence has lessened. But because natural 
spaces in which we can get to know each other have 
opened up. Partly by design – through Shared 
Education, TBUC and other schemes. Partly 
organically. As time has passed, we’ve grown around 
each other, perhaps without really noticing.  

Ever since the Northern Ireland Life and Times 
Survey started in 1998, people here have expressed 
a strong desire to know one another across religious 
divides. Today, approval rates for social 
mixing are even higher. In 2018, 85% of 
respondents said they would not mind if a 
close relative was to marry somebody of a 
different religion. In 2019, 77% of 
respondents said they would like to live in 
a mixed religion neighbourhood, 88% said 
they would prefer a mixed religion 
workplace, and 61% said they would prefer 
for their kids to be educated in mixed 
religion schools. 

However, social attitudes stand in 
astonishing contrast to what is structurally 
available. After 20 years of peace, just 7% 
of schools are integrated. There is little 
shared public housing – 91% of housing 
estates in Belfast are ‘single identity’. 

Of course this is not the whole story. A 
2006 study by Byrne, Hansson and Bell found 
that half of small towns are somewhat mixed 
(especially in the north west, the north east, 
and mid-Down). The Northern Ireland Mixed 
Marriage Association estimate that up to 20% of 
people are in mixed religion romantic relationships 
and marriages. There is some natural mixing in 
CCMS and state schools. And of course, lots of 
mixing in workplaces. And that’s before we even 
take into account the heathens and Muslims and 
the don’t really cares. 

But still, the disconnect exists. The desire for 
mixing in our lives far outstrips the capacity of our 

social structures to deliver it. The current binary 
political system actually does not have the capacity 
to reflect our complexity back to us. 

Will this hold us back? Well, it slows us down. 
But the old order is dissolving regardless. 

This is partly because people in Northern Ireland 
are brought together by things which are more 
everyday than they are existentially political. 
Slimming World. Mental health groups. Grindr, 
Tinder. Women’s centres. Trade unions. University 
courses. Walking clubs. Dog shows. Fundraisers. 
Online spaces. The clubs our kids’ join.  

COVID-19, and its resulting social flux, has 
propelled us into each others’ lives even further. 

Many of us are talking – online and on 
doorsteps – to a wider variety of people 
than ever before. New street WhatsApp 
groups have been a crash course in diversity 
and negotiating difference. Many are asking 
– who are our neighbours; will this joke 
land or offend; is their family well; what do 
they need?  

Similarly, we have had more intense 
interactions with colleagues during the 
pandemic. One friend described born-again 
Christians and young Gaeilgeoirí posting 
memes from very different worlds into his 
work group chat. We have seen the inside 
of strangers’ houses on Zoom, their kids 

running in, how tired they look. Through the 
tragedy and chaos, some social walls have 
perhaps broken down.  

Of course not for everyone. For some, the 
pandemic has been a time of profound social 
dislocation. The battles being fought for 

mental health and against addiction are unholy. 
Tech poverty, food poverty, insecure housing and 
loss of work have seen lives untethered. Some are 
losing contact at the same time as others are 
experiencing newfound community. 

Pandemic politics, and its media framing, have 
once again jarred with everyday life. Public health 
policy in Northern Ireland developed in relationship 
with the wider UK and Ireland. But the slowness 
and differences between parties made people feel 

… while the 
Good Friday 
Agreement 

stopped 
violence in 
Northern 
Ireland, it 

had a 
freezing 
effect on 
politics
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nervous. Debates on Dublin vs London’s approach 
inevitably saw many reach for relatable frameworks 
of orange and green. But there was a lot more going 
on. Ideological divides about state intervention. 
Attitudes to science. Who trusts which news. And 
the reality of being an island, an epidemiological 
and ecological unit, forced some down difficult 
paths of thought. 

But while our political system strained, our 
politicians – who are everyday humans too – did try 
to work together. Our traditional points of conflict 
felt intense and pointless at the same time. Most 
people synthesised different sets of information and 
felt their way through. Usually making decisions 
based on age, health and work rather than tribal 
loyalty. 

Mixedness is something that expands and 
contracts in this place. Our generation did not 
invent it. But we may have more opportunities to 
explore it than ever before. Seismic events, such as 
the pandemic, offer opportunities to reimagine and 
restructure our lives even further. 

This is not to say that we must integrate all the 
things and paint them yellow. Our diversity makes 

g

Can I be more than a passing 
focus of attention in Ireland 
Tamilore Awonusi 
 
Tamilore Awonusi is a writer based in Dublin

It’s mid-July and I’m sat in an apartment in Stockholm, Sweden. 
I receive a call from Anne Devlin from Fortnight at Fifty. We had 
a brief but moving conversation about the last few months and 
the absolute whirlwind they’ve been. The fact that I was even in 
Sweden having to process documents for school because of 
COVID was a living example. 

us who we are. We chose to send our kids to a 
Catholic school because we love the pastoral ethos. 
We went to cheer on the school dad banging his 
bass drum on Twelfth. Others do not have to choose 
or cheer any of this. It is simply to say that sharing 
our lives does not mean dilution. It can mean 
addition. Radical tolerance. Appreciation. 

Since the 1998 Agreement, we have had divided 
politics, but increasingly blended lives. Our political 
structures moved us forward. But we have outgrown 
them. The COVID-19 pandemic might be seen as 
a trial run for future politics. For climate 
emergencies. For events that we cannot even 
imagine yet, which will blow orange and green 
politics out of the water. 

The beautiful, messy reality of many people’s 
lives in Northern Ireland is such that they are 
already doing the hard work. Practising radical 
tolerance without fanfare. The challenge over 
coming years will be to accelerate structural change, 
so that politics can catch up with the people.  
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change. With the entire world on lockdown and 
observant to the chaos that followed, it was near 
impossible to ignore the issue at hand. For once the 
world was on its toes in combatting racism, we had 
brands denouncing racism, donating to black 
projects, and influencers using their voice and 
platform for change. Yet something didn’t sit well 
with me, were these efforts genuine or performative? 
I tried my best to remain positive and accept them 
as genuine but it wasn’t easy.  

As a writer and someone who is more outspoken 
than most on topics of this nature, I was essentially 
seen as a beacon for young black voices in Ireland. 
Did this upset me? No, I set myself up for this 
position and I was more than happy to use my voice 
for change. After the first protest in Dublin, I was 
reached out to by multiple outlets looking to discuss 
and carry the dialogue on BLM. As a Black writer, 
I initially felt obligated to respond to every brand 
that reached out to me, it’s hard to say no when 
you’re being given a stage to amplify the movement 
you drastically care about. But I had to acknowledge 
that not all come with good intentions, it was clear 
to me that many of these outlets were looking for 
filler content in the midst of a pandemic. I’ve had 
white-owned outlets ask me to speak on the topic 
but try and change my words or insisted that I try 
to speak in a positive manner to satisfy their 
audience. Many were looking to ‘do their bit’ by 
having black writers, speakers touch on the topic 
without them having to do work, just to have the 
image of contribution to the cause.   

Fast forward two months after the first protests, 
I’m asked to reflect on my experience of the past few 
months, I look to the outlets that reached out to me 
and the ones that I worked with. Their demeanour 
has changed, they no longer match the intensity 
they initially had at the height of BLM movement, 
Breonna Taylor’s murderers still roam, very little 
legislation has been brought forward for real change 
to the Black community, police are still harassing 
and beating down protestors. Yet they have moved 
on, I’m still burdened by my skin colour and no 
longer demanded as the issues I face are no longer 
topical or trending.  g

At the start of 2020, I sat with my siblings and we 
listed our goals for the year and set out how we 
would achieve them. A little over a month later they 
were thrown out the window.  
A crisis came upon us. The pandemic hit us with 
swift action, I had just started my first real job 
working in the Public Engagement Department for 
Oxfam Ireland and now uncertainty loomed over 
it. My siblings were now forced into lockdown in 
New York and London, a grave distance from each 
other. We were left to our own devices. It brought 
upon time for reflection and growth. I completely 
immersed myself in my writing and decided to take 
on the task of being a fully-fledged writer/editor for 
Thought Process. It wasn’t a small task but one I 
knew would take a great deal of work. I felt there 
was a sense of union at the start of the pandemic, 
the world was facing this battle together and we all 
understood the greater goal, this enabled me to be 
able to reach out to writers and creatives to 
collaborate with me on Thought Process. We saw 
small growth over the first month and a bit, then 
the second crisis hit.  

In the midst of a global pandemic somehow 
countless black lives were taken at the hands of 
racists and law enforcement. I had to enter this 
tiresome conversation again. I saw a tweet at the 
time that really resonated with me it stated “Being 
Black is ... seeing another black person killed for no 
reason, then having to ... talk about that all day, or 
don’t and numb yourself ”. It’s the reality of the 
situation, in the 20 years that I’ve been here, I’ve 
had to endure racism countless times and I’ve had 
to bounce back from it countless times without 
seeing change. But how are things different this 
time? 

George Floyd isn’t the first senseless police killing 
in the US, but he was the one who sparked real 
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I have never believed in karma but for the sake of an 
easy afterlife I am willing to subscribe to any eastern 
philosophy that would reward me in my future 
existence for the excellent behaviour I have exhibited 
in this life. Really? Excellent? Yup, virtuous would be 
my middle name if I had a middle name, which I 
don’t. My parents couldn’t afford one. Times were hard 
in the East End of London. I could tell you… yawn 
yawn… Virtues. Let me count the ways. 

Unusually for my generation I remain married, 
over half a century later, to Herself who turned my 
head a while before the aforementioned Mr Hadden. 
Further, I have stayed out of jail all my life although, 
true, I was once sued for blasphemy but the case was 
dropped. I have never had a parking ticket. I have 
neither a borrower nor a lender been. I frequently help 
an old lady across the road. Name and address 
supplied. And, to cap it all, I have never voted 
Unionist, of any persuasion, nor have I ever voted for 
Sinn Fein. Paragon is the word you are looking for. 

So where can I be reward reincarnated that would 
be better than my last birthplace – Wanstead, Essex in 
the realm of the United Kingdom – which is, of 
course, at the moment I write, technically a Disunited 
Queendom. But let’s not quibble. 

Nor’n Irish for ever 
Martyn Turner 
 
Martyn Turner contributes cartoons at The Irish Times and is a 
former editor at Fortnight

Fifty years on from when I was enticed into that den 
of inequity, debauchery and feeble morality that 
we call journalism by the founder of 
Fortnight who should have known better 
than to turn a young man’s head away from a life of 
teaching geography, my thoughts turn – given that I 
have pretty much exhausted this one – to my next life.

I think I would like to move up a notch in the 
world by being reincarnated as a Northern Ireland 
person. I don’t mind which sex, and I gather, these 
days, from reading the popular press, there are many 
to choose from. They are all the same to me. 

Norn Ir’n folk used to call themselves MOPEs…
Most Oppressed People Ever. I beg to differ, m’lud and 
would like to re-acronymise the statelet as the Most 
Overindulged People Ever. 

Take democracy, for example. Ulster gets a surfeit 
of it. In NI you get to vote under proportional 
representation for Stormont elections, first past the 
post for Westminster elections and by letter or phone 
call if you are a member of the Green Party and the 
Republic are trying to form a government. You get to 
vote, occasionally, in border polls. Not many people 
can say that. You can’t move for democracy. It’s a full 
time job keeping up. Graduates of Trinity or NUI 
living in the north get to vote in Seanad elections too. 
I expect any day now the EU will come up with a 
scheme to let you vote in European elections again. 

After all, because of the withdrawal agreement you 
are the only place on the planet that is both in the EU 
and out of the EU at the same time. Some trick. As 
Schrodinger’s Cat is to Quantum Physics so Northern 
Ireland is to Europe and Brexit.  



The rest of us have to go through hoops. My wife, 
the aforementioned Herself, recently slaved away for 
a year gathering up obscure pieces of paper, receipts, 
bills, letters of validation, tax statements, and the like. 
A whole boxful. She did this so we could become 
citizens of the Irish Republic and thus stay, as we feel 
comfortable being, citizens of Europe. Our son, with 
absolutely no effort at all, at all (see I can speak Irish) 
on his part naturally qualifies as being both Irish and 
British simply because he was born in the Ulster 
Hospital in Dundonald. He gets that reward without 
any conscious effort. We, who had to carefully choose 
where to live out our lives, had to go to bureaucratic 
hell and back to get the same status. 

Justice? I think not. 
People in Northern Ireland, when they are not 

counting all the different ways and places they can 
vote, when they are not deciding which nationality 
they would like to be today, are counting their money. 
And look at the money you have to choose from. 

POLITICS

Lovely Bank of Ireland, Ulster Bank, Royal Bank of 
Scotland, Clydesdale Bank and Bank of England 
sterling notes. In border areas these freely mix with all 
the colours of the Euros. If you are an exceedingly rich 
man you can have hundreds of totally different bank 
notes in your wallet to impress your friends, if you 
have any. Where else can you do that? 

And finally, the coup de grace. The Sky Box. Get 
your Sky Box in the Republic of Ireland and you have 
to go through seven different button presses to watch 
UTV as it is not part of the Sky Box package in the 
Republic. Ditto in Britain should you want to watch 
RTE or TG4.  

In Northern Ireland all the British and Irish 
channels are there at the press of a zapper. This is just, 
plainly, not fair. In the Republic UTV is in ‘other 
channels’ which you have to tune in separately (after 
looking up the satellite coordinates on the computer) 
and which live well away from the main channels in 
an obscure corner of the software. You may well ask 
why would anyone want to watch UTV when RTE 
and the BBC are freely available. Oh, the ignorance. 
Coronation Street is on at 7.30 on UTV and it isn’t 
on TV3, in the Republic, until 8.30 – when it clashes 
with other interesting stuff on other channels. 

I rest my case. Northern Ireland is a paradise just 
waiting to happen. If only the people who are lucky 
enough to live there would realise it. Count your 
blessings Nor’n Ir’nfolk. You are being watched, 

enviously, from County Kildare. g
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The on-going Bill of Rights debate 
Brice Dickson 
 
Brice Dickson is a former Chief Commissioner at NIHRC and an Emeritus Professor at 
Queen’s University Belfast

@50
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Sad to relate, not a lot has 
happened on the Bill of Rights 
front in Northern Ireland 
since the last edition of 
Fortnight in 2011. Or, rather, 
quite a lot of campaigning 
has continued to occur, but a 
Bill of Rights seems almost as 
far off as ever. 

When the UK’s coalition government set up a 
Commission in 2011 to look into whether there 
should be a Bill of Rights for the whole of the UK, 
one of the few things its members could agree about 
was that the distinctive Northern Ireland Bill of 
Rights process should not be interfered with by the 
Commission’s work. When the Stormont House 
Agreement came along in 2014, after yet another 
crisis period at Stormont, it presented an 
opportunity to take the Bill of Rights process 
forward. Yet, while the SHA dealt with many things 
– finance and welfare, flags and culture, parades, the 
past and institutional reform – it simply noted that 
there was still no consensus on a Bill of Rights. 
Tellingly, however, the parties to the SHA 
committed themselves: 

to serving the people of Northern Ireland 
equally, and to act in accordance with the 
obligations on government to promote equality 
and respect and to prevent discrimination; to 
promote a culture of tolerance, mutual respect 

and mutual understanding at every level of 
society, including initiatives to facilitate and 
encourage shared and integrated education and 
housing, social inclusion, and in particular 
community development and the advancement 
of women in public life; and to promote the 
interests of the whole community towards the 
goals of reconciliation and economic renewal 
(para 69). 

That statement could have been read as an agenda 
for what a Bill of Rights should contain if and when 
the parties were ever to agree on its detailed 
wording, but by the time of the Fresh Start 
Agreement in 2015 there was still no further 
progress to report on the issue. 

During the suspension of the Assembly 
following the resignation of Martin McGuinness in 
January 2017, the DUP and Sinn Féin almost 
reached an agreement in February 2018 on how to 
restore the institutions. The leaked version of the 
document they were discussing stated that the 
parties had agreed to establish an Ad Hoc Assembly 
Committee ‘to consider the creation of a Bill of 
Rights that is faithful to the stated intention of the 
1998 Agreement in that it contains rights 
supplementary to those in the European 
Convention on Human Rights, which are currently 
applicable, and “that reflect the particular 
circumstances of Northern Ireland”’ (para 3.2). The 
proposed Committee was to be assisted in its work 
by a panel of four experts. 

An actual agreement was not of course reached 
until two years later. In January 2020 the New 
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Decade, New Approach document repeated the 
earlier provision almost word for word, but it called 
for a panel of five experts rather than four and it 
required the Committee to report by February 
2022. The Ad Hoc Committee was established in 
February 2020 and began taking evidence from 
witnesses in May. 

So, what are the chances of a consensus being 
reached this time given that it has been so elusive in 
the past? There are perhaps three reasons for hope. 
First, none of the political parties wants to return 
to a situation where the Assembly and Executive are 
not operating. The three-year hiatus in devolution 
between 2017 and 2020 was especially harmful to 
the two big parties, whose share of votes in elections 
fell, but politicians in general were vilified by the 
electorate for not sinking their differences and 
getting on with making this place work. 
Representatives appreciate better than before that 
what makes people vote for them is the perception 
that they get things done, that they are cooperative 
rather than intransigent. It may not be the case that 
failing to agree on a Bill of Rights will cause the 
Executive to collapse, but success in achieving one 
would still constitute a benefit for all sides. It would 
demonstrate a can-do mentality. 

A second reason for optimism is that it is now 
clearer that a Bill of Rights should not be set up to 
fail. It needs to be a document that deals with 
principles and processes rather than with absolute 
guarantees. In so far as absolute guarantees can ever 
exist, especially in a country where the dominant 
constitutional principle is parliamentary sovereignty, 
they are already provided for by the Human Rights 
Act 1998. Even then the European Court of 
Human Rights can decide that a limitation to those 
rights is justified. The Northern Ireland Human 
Rights Commission provided detailed advice to the 
UK government in 2008 on what should be 
contained in a Bill of Rights, but even if 
Westminster had immediately turned that advice 
into binding law the Bill would not have resolved 
either of the two most pressing human rights issues 
that came to the fore after 2008 – same-sex marriage 
and the decriminalization of abortion. The draft 

advice was silent on those issues. It also said very 
little about language rights and nothing at all about 
integrated education. It was parliamentary 
sovereignty and the Supreme Court’s interpretation 
of the Human Rights Act that brought same-sex 
marriage and legalized abortion to Northern 
Ireland, not a Bill of Rights.  

Thirdly, the combined effects of Brexit and the 
Covid-19 crisis mean that everyone in Northern 
Ireland feels a little less secure now than they have 
been in recent years. We do not yet know what the 
economic consequences of Brexit are going to be: 
perhaps Northern Ireland will actually benefit from 
being in two customs unions? Nor do we know the 
political consequences: has it made a border poll 
more likely and would such a poll lead to a united 
Ireland? If it did, would unionists’ rights be fully 
protected under an Irish Constitution which, at 
present, does not include protection for group 
rights? Is that of itself a reason for creating a Bill of 
Rights for Northern Ireland, remembering that the 
Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement requires the 
Republic to mirror whatever is enacted on human 
rights for the North? 

Covid-19 has been an existential shock of a 
different order. It has demonstrated that a regional 
government is just as competent at managing a 
pandemic as larger governments in Britain and 
Ireland. The mortality rate here per head of 
population, though still frightening, has been 
significantly lower than elsewhere in these islands. 
It has also shown the very high regard in which the 
NHS is held in the North, with even republican 
neighbourhoods regularly clapping its workers and 
displaying rainbows. Who, now, would argue 
against including a right to free health care at the 
point of delivery in a Bill of Rights for Northern 
Ireland? That right already exists in ‘ordinary’ 
legislation, so why not elevate it to the status of a 
right such as we find in the Human Rights Act, like 
the right never to be subjected to inhuman or 
degrading treatment?      

In his recent biography of Kevin Boyle – human 
rights lawyer, academic and activist (Are You With 
Me?, The Lilliput Press, 2020) – Mike Chinoy 
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provides a detailed exposition of how the thinking 
of  Boyle and his co-author Tom Hadden  
fundamentally influenced the wording of the Belfast 
(Good Friday) Agreement. What is said in that 
Agreement about a Bill of Rights ‘supplementing 
the rights in the European Convention and dealing 
with the particular circumstances of Northern 
Ireland’ flows directly from Boyle and Hadden. At 
private talks held with political parties near Kells in 
1994 Boyle and Hadden also suggested some ‘add-
ons’ to the ECHR, such as the right to 
self-determination, the right to communal 
recognition and protection, the right to education 
and language rights (specifically integrated 
education and the Irish language), the right to be 
Irish and British or both, and the right to have 
limits imposed on emergency laws. 

Unfortunately, since 1998 politicians have not 
been able to agree about what the particular 
circumstances of Northern Ireland are. It is 
reminiscent of the old adage that if you think you 
know the answer to Northern Ireland’s problems 
you don’t understand the problems.  

Surely the most obvious particular circumstance 
is that Northern Ireland is disputed territory with a 
divided community? Supplementary rights should 
first and foremost focus on that reality, since the 
ECHR says virtually nothing about such 
circumstances. It does not mention concepts such 
as a culture of tolerance, mutual respect and mutual 
understanding, initiatives to encourage shared and 
integrated education and housing, community 
development, the advancement of women in public 
life or the promotion of reconciliation. It is 
primarily those concepts which are faithful to the 
stated intention of the 1998 Agreement. The new 
Ad Hoc Assembly Committee could do worse than 
seek to come up with clauses on those issues before 
it starts considering further add-ons which are 
particular to many more societies than Northern 
Ireland. Such add-ons could more efficiently be 
addressed at a different time by specific pieces of 
Assembly legislation. g

An illustration of the incredible length of time during which the drafting of the 
Bill has not been progressing. Covers from left: 2005, 2004, 2009 and 2012
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What next for dealing with the 
past in Northern Ireland? 
Louise Mallinder 
 
Professor Louise Mallinder is a Professor at the Queen's Law School and co-author 
of the Belfast Guidelines on Amnesty and Accountability
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On 18 March 2020, at the onset 
of the Covid-19 crisis, the 
newly appointed Secretary of 
State for Northern Ireland, 
Brandon Lewis, made a written 
ministerial statement (WMS) 
to the Westminster Parliament 
on the British government’s 
approach to dealing with the 
legacy of the Troubles.  

The statement, which was brief, vague, and issued 
without engagement with victims, the political 
parties, or the Irish government, announced a 
substantial and roundly criticised change in the 
British government’s approach.  

Since the Stormont House Agreement (SHA) of 
2014, the British government had been publicly 
committed to introducing legislation that would for 
the first time deal comprehensively with legacy 
issues. Although this has been repeatedly delayed in 
the intervening years (primarily by the British 
government), at the start of 2020, there was cause 
for optimism that progress was imminent. 

The New Deal, New Approach document – 
agreed under the stewardship of the previous 
Secretary of State Julian Smith and Tánaiste Simon 
Coveney – paved the way for the resumption of 
devolved government at Stormont in early January. 
It committed the UK government to introducing 
legislation to the UK Parliament within 100 days to 

‘Today the Government announced 
the introduction of legislation to 
provide greater certainty for service 
personnel and veterans who serve in 
armed conflicts overseas. Alongside 
this, we are setting out how we 
propose to address the legacy of the 
past in Northern Ireland in a way that 
focuses on reconciliation, delivers for 
victims, and ends the cycle of 
reinvestigations into the Troubles in 
Northern Ireland that has failed victims 
and veterans alike – ensuring equal 
treatment of Northern Ireland veterans 
and those who served overseas.’

Brandon Lewis
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implement the legacy components of the Stormont 
House Agreement. Smith, widely regarded as the 
most able NI Secretary of State in years, was sacked 
in the cabinet reshuffle in February 2020 with some 
commentators linking his dismissal to his firm 
commitments on legacy. The statement by his 
replacement, Mr Lewis, made 70 days into this 
period, blatantly contradicts the previous 
government commitment. 

The proposed changes to the legacy 
architecture 

The 2014 Stormont House Agreement between the 
British and Irish governments and the main 
Northern Irish political parties called for the 
creation of four institutions to deal with legacy 
issues: 

• The Historical Investigations Unit (HIU): an 
independent body that would review all Troubles-
related deaths that had not previously been 
effectively investigated, and conduct criminal 
investigations there were new evidential leads. It 
was expected to be mainly an information 
recovery body that could use full police powers to 
reveal information about Troubles-related deaths. 
It was not anticipated to result in many 
prosecutions; however, if an investigation yielded 
sufficient evidence, the HIU Director could refer 
cases to the Director of Public Prosecutions for a 
decision on whether to prosecute. 

• The Independent Commission on Information 
Retrieval (ICIR): an independent body to be 
created by the UK and Irish governments, which, 
in response to a request from a bereaved family, 
would seek to uncover information relating to 
Troubles-related deaths through confidentially 
receiving information from those with knowledge 
of the deaths and to provide some retrieved 
information to the family. Information provided 
to the commission would be inadmissible in legal 
proceedings and the Commission would not 
disclose the names of anyone who provided 
information to the Commission or anyone 
suspected of responsibility for a Troubles-related 
death. 

• The Oral History Archive: a body that would 
provide a space for victims and survivors to share 
their stories of the conflict and which would also 
seek to become a repository for other existing oral 
history projects. 

• The Implementation and Reconciliation 
Group: a group that would be tasked with 
overseeing the work of the other legacy 
institutions and promoting reconciliation and 
anti-sectarianism. This latter function is to 
include commissioning an independent academic 
report on ‘themes and patterns’. 

This proposed legacy architecture was produced by 
negotiations and consultations spanning several 
years. It is designed to comply with the United 
Kingdom’s human rights obligations, including its 
duty to conduct independent, effective, transparent, 
and prompt investigations into violations of the 
right to life under Article 2 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights. In addition, the 
separation of the HIU’s investigative process from 
the information retrieval process was intended to 
safeguard the integrity of criminal investigations 
while also reassuring those who would provide 
information to the ICIR that they would not risk 
inculpating themselves by doing so. This approach 
was thus carefully balanced to maximise 
information retrieval, while also leaving open the 
possibility of prosecutions in cases where there is 
sufficient evidence. The WMS marks a profound 
shift away from this architecture. 

The new approach calls for the creation of a 
single ‘independent body’ into which each of the 
four SHA institutions would be subsumed. This 
body would carry out, oversee, and manage 
information recovery and investigations, as well as 
promote reconciliation. The WMS describes these 
proposed changes as ‘a shift in focus’, which place 
greater emphasis on information retrieval than 
criminal investigations, would speed up legacy 
work, and would bring to an ‘end the cycle of 
reinvestigation’. However, these changes also risk 
denying effective investigations to families who have 
in some cases waited decades for answers. 
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Restricting effective investigations 

The SHA proposed that the HIU would ‘review’ 
outstanding cases of Troubles-related deaths. When 
reviewing criminal cases, the police could compel 
disclosure of information, but would not exercise 
full police powers (eg powers of enter, search, arrest, 
detain and question). Following the review, where 
there is sufficient information, cases could proceed 
for full ‘investigation’ carried out using full police 
powers, and possible referral for prosecution. Under 
the SHA, the threshold for determining which cases 
proceed from review to investigation is tied to 
international human rights standards and cases 
could be reopened if new evidence came to light. 

While the WMS asserts the government’s 
commitment to ensuring that ‘necessary’ 
investigations are ‘effective and thorough’, it seeks 
to raise the bar substantially on when a case can 
move from review to investigation. Under the new 
approach, ‘[o]nly cases in which there is a realistic 
prospect of a prosecution as a result of new 
compelling evidence would proceed to a full police 
investigation and if necessary, prosecution’. Thus, 
rather than investigating cases that have not 
previously been investigated effectively to determine 
if there is new and compelling evidence, this 
approach would prevent cases being investigated 
unless new evidence was already available or 
otherwise came to light before a case was quickly 
and permanently closed. 

The majority of legacy-related deaths would not 
meet this new threshold. Cases that are not selected 
for investigation would be subject only to a desk-
based review of existing evidence. The closure of 
large numbers of cases in this manner is unlikely to 
meet the required standards for effective 
investigations under human rights law. In addition, 
although families would receive reports when a case 
is closed, the limited nature of the reviews raises 
questions about what families would be able to learn 
from these reports. Given that most criminal justice 
stakeholders have long been saying that the HIU 
could only ever lead to a small number of 
prosecutions, raising the threshold for when an 
investigation should be opened is unlikely to mean 

that fewer criminal prosecutions will be possible. 
However, it may mean that a greater proportion of 
families receive impoverished information in 
comparison to what could be delivered under the 
SHA proposals. 

Permanent closure of  
the justice route 

The WMS makes clear that after cases have been 
reviewed, they ‘would be closed and no further 
investigations or prosecutions would be possible’. 
Permanent closure would also be applied to cases 
that are investigated but not referred for 
prosecution. This proposal is explicitly intended to 
‘end the cycle of reinvestigations’. It would mean 
that even if new and compelling evidence became 
known at a later stage, cases could not be reopened, 
even if they had only previously been reviewed, 
rather than investigated. This would be in direct 
contravention of the United Kingdom’s human 
rights obligations as set out in Brecknell v UK, in 
which the European Court of Human Rights took 
the view ‘that where there is a plausible, or credible, 
allegation, piece of evidence or item of information 
relevant to the identification, and eventual 
prosecution or punishment of the perpetrator of an 
unlawful killing, the authorities are under an 
obligation to take further investigative measures’. 

Sequencing investigations and 
information retrieval 
The SHA envisaged that investigations and 
information retrieval would run in parallel, that 
information retrieval would be conducted on a 
confidential basis, and any information gathered 
would be inadmissible in legal proceedings. In 
addition, the institutional separation of the two 
processes was intended to bolster the ‘firewall’ 
between information retrieval and investigations to 
ensure that criminal investigators were prevented 
from becoming aware of possible evidential leads 
arising from information retrieval.  

In contrast, the WMS emphasises the creation 
of a ‘joined-up’ approach, without clarifying what 
this means. It implies that the intention is to rapidly 
review and close outstanding cases, to facilitate ‘a 
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swift transition’ 
to information 
recovery, with the 
assumption that 
the prior closure 
of investigations 
would provide ‘all participants the confidence and 
certainty to fully engage with the information 
recovery process’. However, it is not clear that the 
move to a sequenced approach would address 
concerns that information provided in relation to 
one death could also inadvertently provide possible 
evidential leads in other cases that are not yet closed. 
Given these ambiguities, institutional independence 
between information retrieval and investigations 
remains crucial and it is unclear how a single body 
would deliver this. Without sufficient 
independence, the information retrieval process 
may not be able to secure sufficient buy in from 
former republicans, loyalists, and state actors to 
enable it to deliver on its role for victims and 
survivors.  

Going back to the  
Stormont House Agreement 

The WMS describes the SHA as ‘an important 
milestone’ and asserts that the new approach 
‘remain[s] true to the principles of the Stormont 
House Agreement’. However, it also asserts that 
debate has continued since the 2014 Agreement and 
it evidences this by referring to a 2018 NIO 
consultation on draft legacy legislation. However, 
that consultation does not provide a sufficient basis 
to justify a change of this magnitude, particularly 
given that the NIO’s own summary of consultation 
responses reported that ‘the majority [of 
respondents] indicated broad support for the 
institutional framework’ proposed in the SHA.  

Rather than being motivated to deliver for 
victims and survivors, to comply with the rule of 
law and the UK’s human rights obligations, and to 
promote reconciliation, it seems likely that WMS 
was driven by political objectives of shielding UK 
armed forces personnel from investigation and 
prosecution. The WMS indicates this by saying the 

new approach is 
intended to end ‘the 
cycle of 
reinvestigations into 
the Troubles in 
Northern Ireland that 

has failed victims and veterans alike’ and to ensure 
‘equal treatment of Northern Ireland veterans and 
those who served overseas’ (a reference to a bill 
introduced to parliament, on the same day that the 
statement was made, to restrict prosecutions for UK 
armed forces personnel who committed 
wrongdoing overseas). Indeed, the Veterans’ 
Minister Johnny Mercer welcomed the WMS by 
tweeting ‘Hundreds of Northern Ireland vets set to 
get legal guarantee they won’t face any more court 
witch-hunts’. 

Unsurprisingly, the WMS met with strong 
criticism from the victims’ groups, Northern Irish 
political parties from across the political spectrum, 
human rights organisations, religious leaders, and 
the Irish government. While the nuances of their 
responses differed, these groups shared concerns 
that these proposals would deliver impunity for 
those responsible for human rights violations and 
would deny victims and survivors their rights.  

There is of course a long way to go between 
vague policy statements and enacted law. However, 
at present, the Government’s new approach appears 
to be a poor substitute for implementing the 
Stormont House Agreement as originally envisaged. 
Worse, the handling of its announcements, in 
particular, the failure to engage victims and other 
stakeholders in its preparation, has arguably caused 
further harm to victims who have already been 
waiting decades for their rights to be fulfilled. It also 
deepened mistrust that that legacy processes will 
deliver on the SHA principles including promoting 
reconciliation, upholding the rule of law and 
complying with human rights; and facilitating the 
pursuit of justice. Given the myriad moral, legal, 
political, and practical problems raised by the 
WMS, the government should heed the response 
the statement received and return to an approach 
based on the Agreement.

Negotiating the Stormont House Agreement

g
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Changed normality 

Malachi O’Doherty 
 
 
Malachi O'Doherty is a writer and commentator and former editor at Fortnight

The producer said, you mean Northern Ireland is 
now normal? Her reading of my argument was that 
Northern Ireland had become, or was becoming, more 
or less like other secular European societies and that 
being the case, it was not interesting any more. I know 
how journalists think so I should have framed my 
pitch a little better, though I did get a brief slot. 
Northern Ireland being ‘normal’ is not news, even if 
that means it is different from how it was. Northern 
Ireland being abnormal; that’s a story. 

So when a journalist in the Guardian described 
Belfast as the race hatred capital of Europe, that was 
repeated many times. The media could deal with the 
idea that all our bottled up indigenous sectarianism 
was now being unleashed on new arrivals. Indeed the 
idea validated the simplifications which had governed 
much coverage of the place during the troubles, that 
we were backward red necks out of step with the 
modern world. 

But it wasn’t true. Yes we have racism but it is 
hardly so bad that no other part of Europe can 
compare. 

Gay bashing was a routine story for a time. 
Northern Ireland being a place in which most people, 

@50
rtnightfo

I had just published a book called Fifty Years On: The Troubles 
and the Struggle for Change in Northern Ireland (Atlantic). I 
was trying to interest a BBC producer in having a discussion 
on the argument of the book on the Talkback programme. 
This argument was that there had been a revolution in 
Northern Ireland that was not driven by the paramilitaries or 
the political parties but which had transformed our society in my 
lifetime, and that the people who had led those changes, like Jeff 
Dudgeon, the gay rights campaigner and Eileen Calder the militant 
feminist deserved some recognition for their achievements.

for instance, don’t disdain or fear gays, is not a news 
story, even if it is something fundamentally different 
from how the place was in my youth. But a gay man 
being beaten up on the street is a huge story precisely 
because most people are appalled and wouldn’t dream 
of inflicting harm on the guy. The story might make 
us feel that we live in a horrid homophobic place but 
the very calculation that makes it a story says we don’t. 

In trying to push my book, I was judging events 
by a standard that journalists do not apply. I was 
monitoring slow change. I was saying that if I could 
bring my teenager self forward to the Belfast of today, 
he would be amazed. He would have headlines for his 
paper. The Sunday News on which I worked fifty years 
ago would have loved a headline that said, Irish 
Homosexuals will Marry says Psychic. I could still write 
the first paragraphs.  

‘A bizarre image of a future Northern Ireland 
shows homosexuals marrying and even adopting 
children. Furthermore, says psychic Betty Doris, 
coffee will be more popular than tea and 
thousands of people will be having breakfast in 
cafes. At a seance in the city last night, Mrs Doris, 
a dashing silver blonde of mature years, said that 
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Ian Paisley would one day be the Prime Minister 
of Northern Ireland and that IRA ex prisoners 
would go into politics and argue for abortion law 
reform. 

Nonsense, was the resounding dismissal from 
across the sectarian divide.’ 

I recall an actual story in which we said that Ireland 
would have run out of fresh vegetables by the year 
2000 and another that yoghurt would never catch on 
here. In one chapter I tried an imaginative experiment 
and brought young Malachi to Belfast for a weekend 
in which I had been to two big events. The weekend 
was in May 2018. The first event was a wedding party 
for my friends Laura and Phyllis. The other was a first 
holy communion mass in east Belfast where my 
nephew Patrick would receive the sacrament. 

What would young Malachi have thought of a 
lesbian wedding? No one in his time even considered 
the possibility that a woman might marry another 
woman in Ireland one day, let alone that the women 
who married might have to have the ceremony in the 
Irish Republic where the law allowed it before it did 
here. When I told him – in this imaginative exercise – 
that one of the women was a teacher at a catholic 
grammar school and that many of her colleagues were 
there to support her, that this was nothing that anyone 
present had the remotest sense was shameful or ought 
to be secret, he – I imagined – was simply bewildered.  

Eamonn McCann told me for the book that some 
in the civil-rights movement had wanted to campaign 
for abortion rights but that it would simply have torn 
the movement apart if they had added the right to 
choose to the list of demands.The Irish Women’s 
Liberation Movement was not formed until 1970. 

The first holy communion ceremony the next day 
was interesting on a lot of levels. It demonstrated to 
young Malachi how catholic culture had changed. 
Women didn’t wear hats in church anymore. That is 
the first thing he would have noticed; and that people 
dressed for a first holy communion the way they 
dressed for a wedding, and chatted among each other 
in church, before the service, much as they would have 
done in a lounge bar. Then he would have noticed that 
a lot of people around him in the pews were not even 
speaking English. Where the list of children receiving 
the sacrament was printed at the end of the order of 

service he  could have counted the foreign names and 
found that a full third of the children there were not 
of Irish or British lineage. He had never met anyone 
who was Polish and had no expectation of ever 
meeting anyone who was Polish, or East German or 
Czechoslovakian. And he had never heard of 
Lithuania. 

Then reflecting on what was normal in Northern 
Ireland the normal shifted again. We were about to 
bring out the paperback version of the book when the 
world changed in ways that would have astonished the 
older Malachi of 2018. This delayed publication 
because all bookshops were closed. Imagine bringing 
him forward to a city in 2020 in which the pubs and 
restaurants were shut down, in which people passing 
on the street veered away from each other and in 
which you couldn’t go to your granny’s funeral and the 
parks and beaches were filling up with partying young 
people asserting their right to brave contagion for a 
tan. 

For months journalism concerned itself with 
nothing but the pandemic. My own sense at the start 
of this was that the fear and stress might corrode my 
core and erase all joy from my life, but it is remarkable 
how quickly a mounting death toll can become what’s 
normal. And this is not about resilience or 
adaptability, at least not in the sense that these require 
effort or concentration. It’s about how the familiar 
becomes tiresome. 

My mother, who lived through the London Blitz 
once told me that there were two distinct engine 
rhythms in the German doodlebugs. I don’t actually 
know if that’s true. She said one of them went: Here 
we come, here we come, here we come. And the other 
went: We’re coming to get you, we’re coming to get 
you, we’re coming to get you. Imagine if you were 
living in the dormitory for student nurses in London 
listening to missiles overhead, knowing that they 
would soon cut out, there would be silence and then 
an explosion, and you are so bored that you transpose 
words onto the noises of the engines that are driving 
them towards you, to kill you and destroy everything 
around you. Well, I suppose the alternative is panic. 
And I remember how quickly the Northern Irish 
troubles got boring. There was the routine drop in 
tone of the newsreader saying, ‘and now Northern 
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Ireland…’ That wasn’t a late feature of the coverage. 
That tedium was there almost from the beginning, 
certainly by 1971. 

Part of it was the acceptance that Northern Ireland 
was what it was, an intractable problem, devoid of all 
novelty. Events had formed a familiar pattern only 
rarely broken by the exceptional atrocity. Then the 
troubles ended and we got the peace process and that 
became boring too. Then we had the run of crises in 
power sharing and they became boring. I was often as 
a journalist up at Stormont to see Blair or Mo 
assuring us that though yet another 
deadline had been crashed, there was 
still hope. And for the first few years 
of it I would get caught up in the 
emotion. I would actually fret about 
whether the provos would make a start on 
decommissioning that would be sufficient 
to enable the unionists to agree to set up an 
executive. 

I was failing to see what is obvious now; 
that no one ever calls closure on a peace 
process. Jaw jaw is better than war war, said 
Churchill, or at least that is how he has been quoted. 
He is also remembered for one of the baldest 
statements about what is normal in Ireland, his disdain 
for the tenacity of sectarian division here. ‘But as the 
deluge [of the Great War] subsides and the waters fall 
short,’ he said in 1922, ‘we see the dreary steeples of 
Fermanagh and Tyrone emerging once again. The 
integrity of their quarrel is one of the few institutions 
that has been unaltered in the cataclysm which has 
swept the world.’ One of the arguments in my book 
was that the ‘quarrel’ was not ‘unaltered’. 

Churchill’s statement would be nonsense today, 
even as the underlying sectarian division remains. 

Take Irish republicanism. Even in the period of the 
modern troubles it has reshaped its objectives several 
times. The IRA of Billy McKee in 1970 was a reaction 
against the socialist tendencies of the group from 
which it had broken away. By the late ’70s, Gerry 
Adams was urging republicans to work for social 
reform, damning the lack of play facilities in 
Ballymurphy as evidence of British imperialism. The 
movement was also opposed to Ireland joining the 
EC, which evolved into the European Union. By the 

turn of the new century it had bought into majority 
consent on the border – which had been the whole 
problem at the start. Then it was urging that Britain 
should stay in the EU and demonstrating how far it 
had come from McKee’s catholicism by campaigning 
for gay marriage and limited abortion rights 

The only thing that remained constant was the 
aspiration that Ireland might be a single jurisdiction. 
But what kind of jurisdiction in what kind of 
European Union? I suspect republicans directed their 

ardour towards an Irish Language Act because, 
of the core elements of its tradition, 

militarism, catholicism and culture, 
that was the only one left. The 

Ulster Unionism of Brookeborough 
would be most confused by the collapse 

of the party that had governed Northern 
Ireland for fifty years.The Democratic 
Unionist Party established by Ian Paisley 
would certainly not want to be associated 
with the Big Man’s ravings about the 
Catholic church, though some of his more 
lurid speculations about priests and altar 

boys have been vindicated. Nor would it openly 
declare a desire again to Save Ulster from Sodomy, 
though it resisted same sex marriage and abortion 
rights. What remains is a reverence for the monarchy 
and the armed forces. A protestant Ulster? Pure fantasy 
now. A loyal party member brought forward from, say 
1986, would be most astonished of all by the ease with 
which the party governs alongside Sinn Fein and 
attends meetings with Irish government ministers but 
probably also by the decline in religious imagery in 
party leader speeches. 

But Churchill’s statement was wrong even when he 
made it. The idea of Irish history being the repetition 
of a single question down the centuries was Pearse’s 
when he spoke of the Irish people having risen up ‘six 
times during the last three hundred years.’ 

Was the little drama of Robert Emmet’s attack 
comparable in intent to the raising of an army by the 
United Irishmen? The greatest revolt in the 19th 
century was O’Connell’s peaceful movement for 
Catholic Emancipation, for a vote at Westminster! – 
then the Repeal of the Union. There were agitations 
for the people of no property and for the landed. 
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When accused of being treasonous 
O’Connell asserted that the Irish had 
always stood by the king and claimed 
that the British would have lost their 
great historic battles like Waterloo if 
Irish people had not been with them. 
He spoke of the ‘golden link of the 
crown’ being maintained after the 
repeal of the Union. 

To make of the whole Irish story a 
single narrative around sovereignty is to ignore the 
complexity and fluidity of Irish culture and 
experience. Nearly a million people died in the famine 
of the 1840s, an appalling calamity. A few years later 
migrants who had joined foreign armies were sending 
home money from Carolina and Meerut where some 
were fighting for the confederacy and the defence of 
slavery and some were suppressing the Indian 
revolt.Other wars were available too. 

That culture is fluid is more obvious to older 
people who have seen the changes and can locate 
themselves in memory in a world their children would 
be appalled by, a world in which men were pushier in 
their assertions of intimacy yet pregnancy outside 
marriage was a disgrace, children were beaten at 
school, racist and sexist jokes proliferated and notions 
of the tough man and the docile women were revered 
stereotypes. In Ireland nearly everyone went to church 
every week, catholics saluted the priest on the street 
and preserved the best china for his visits. Change 
happened so gradually we don’t call it a revolution. 

But covid 19 showed us how change can be 
sudden. So also did technology. It seemed appalling 
and rude that people would talk on mobile phones on 
trains until everyone was doing it. And the phone was 
neutral in its intention to do other than please its 
owner but cleared topless sunbathers from European 
beaches and fired the demand for enclosed toilets for 
Indian villagers. 

During the first lockdown of the pandemic the 
dramatisation of an Irish novel was the most talked 
about television serial. This was Normal People by Sally 
Rooney, directed by Lenny Abrahamson. The normal 
for the on and off lovers at the heart of the story was 
that they routinely stumbled over misunderstandings 
and suffered emotional anguish through their failure 

to communicate. But the normality of a 
secularised Ireland was the context. If 
the story had been written thirty years 
earlier, religion would have been the 
complication, along with sexual shame, 
the need to hide from parents and the 
danger of the girl being branded a slut. 
These elements had no part in Normal 
People. The characters did not have to be 
furtive to connect; they just had to be a 

bit more candid with each other and, perhaps, 
themselves. Indeed it is not quite clear why they kept 
screwing up their relationship in a modern Ireland that 
was perfectly happy to let them get on with it. The 
story seems to say that even when the cultural and 
political backdrop is sorted, all the things we used to 
blame on it still keep happening. But millions of 
people watched and fretted for the the couple as if they 
were personally invested in the need for them to be 
relaxed and happy with each other, and that suggests 
they felt it was their story too. 

So what is normal? Is it that no matter what the 
cultural context people will make their own 
difficulties? The story suggests that our problems are 
psychological rather than political. No one steps 
forward to say that if you are unhappy you must seek 
redress by overthrowing the state, smashing the church 
or reorganising the constitution and it would simply 
have been a bum note in the whole thing if one had. 
What is normal is the pursuit of happiness and what 
is necessary is the recognition of the ways in which we 
may habitually hinder our own progress towards it. 

What is normal is change, and not even change for 
the better, just change. The world of fifty years ago is 
gone; it was probably not even as we remember it. And 
the world we bequeath to another generation will not 
be as we have conceived it. Between a garbled past and 
an inconceivable future there is today, which would 
be enough if there was equality and universal 
neighbourliness. And my argument was that some 
people edged us closer to that while others were 
obsessed by narratives of sovereign destiny and trying 
to clear the way to a future we may not want or 
recognise anyway when it arrives – if it arrives. g
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Fortnight 
A very short history 

Andy Pollak 

Andy Pollak was editor from 1981–85 and then an Irish Times 
journalist in Belfast and Dublin; he co-authored books on Ian Paisley 
and Seamus Mallon, and was founding director from 1999 to 2013 
of the Centre for Cross Border Studies

It was also notable for the fact that almost every significant political and literary 
figure in Ireland wrote for it during that time; and for the influence some of its 
analysis and proposals had on political developments in Northern Ireland. 

Tom Hadden, the engagé academic lawyer who founded the magazine, says 
even in those early days nobody involved in the magazine expected any instant 
solutions to Northern Ireland’s problems of institutionalised discrimination 
against Catholics, sectarian division and violence over the two communities’ 
clashing versions of national self-determination. “There is no future for any of 
us in a policy of absolutes”, opined one early editorial. “Those of us who stand 
in the centre on either side have a plain duty to join in fending off the threat 
from those committed to violent non-solutions.” 

The magazine also became a vehicle for Hadden – later joined by his long-
time collaborator, Kevin Boyle, former civil rights activist and soon to be a 
distinguished human rights law professor at the universities of Galway and 
Essex – to develop serious proposals for the reform of the law, security policy 
and government in Northern Ireland. For example, after internment in August 
1971 he proposed an eight-point ‘Peace Plan’, including the release of all 
‘political’ internees; a special tribunal to hear charges against those alleged to 
be involved in violence; an urgent report on ill-treatment of internees; and 
nationalist representation in an interim government elected by PR. It was the 
first of many lengthy and carefully considered policy proposals in the 
magazine’s columns, indicative of Hadden’s concern to undermine support for 
the IRA by working to make Northern Ireland a functioning society based on 
democracy, human rights and equality for all. 

It is perhaps notable that until the mid-1990s most editors of Fortnight came 
from Northern Protestant backgrounds. However they were completely 
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Fortnight, which started publication in 
September 1970 and closed in January 2012, 
was remarkable for its longevity: few small, impecunious, left-of-
centre magazines have survived as long in the late twentieth –early 
twenty first century in major European countries, let alone in 
remote provinces not known for their intellectual sophistication.
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untypical of that community in that they were secular, liberal and social 
democratic. So while the magazine tended to argue for rational ‘middle way’ 
solutions between unionism and nationalism – including power-sharing 
government, strong human rights safeguards and increased north-south 
links – it also espoused left-wing economic policies such as state-driven 
planning and investment, and redistribution of income to poorer people. 
The brilliant cartoons by co-editor Martyn Turner, a left-wing 
Englishman, were a particular selling point. 

Fortnight had its problems in those most violent of years. In 1971 its 
Lurgan-based printers refused to print the magazine after it came out 
strongly against internment. In 1973 bombs were left outside the Belfast 
offices of three middle of the road organisations – Fortnight, the Alliance 
Party and the New Ulster Movement – on the same day.  Hadden asks 
today, only semi-jokingly: “Was that the IRA or the security forces 
pretending to be the IRA?” In November 1974 the magazine published a 
four-page feature urging an end to internment without trial which was 
also submitted to the British government’s Gardiner Committee 
examining this hugely controversial policy. During a follow-up oral 
submission to that committee, Hadden and Kevin Boyle were asked what 
they thought the IRA would think of their proposals. Hadden responded 
by suggesting that Lord Gardiner’s group might ask that illegal organisation 
themselves. When this outlandish proposal was rejected, he decided to follow 
his own advice. Boyle and Hadden arranged to meet leading republicans 
Seamus Loughran and Maire Drumm in a south Belfast pub. Hadden 
made a detailed note of this unlikely meeting and submitted it to 
Loughran for amendment. This amended note was submitted to the 
Gardiner Committee and then with Loughran’s consent published in the 
next edition of the magazine. Not everyone in the IRA was happy with 
this initiative. Shortly afterwards Loughran was removed from the IRA  
Army Council and ended up in a low-profile role in the Twinbrook 
housing estate. 

In 1976 the magazine took a temporary detour after Ciaran McKeown, 
an Irish Press journalist who was prominently involved with the Peace 
People, became its editor. Hadden made it a condition of McKeown’s 
employment that the magazine had to be kept entirely separate from that 
high-profile peace organisation. However the tone of the magazine over 
the next year was very different, and after a year he asked McKeown to 
step down. The magazine was then handed to an editorial committee 
consisting of – at different times – Sarah Nelson, a writer on Ulster 
loyalism; Michael McKeown, a schoolteacher who also wrote about the 
casualties of the Northern conflict; the poets Robert Johnstone and Douglas 
Marshall; and voluntary sector worker and future SDLP chairman Jonathan 
Stephenson. 

This proved not to be a successful combination. In February 1978 the 
magazine ceased publication. A year later Hadden came back from Vancouver, 
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where he had gone to the University of British Columbia to teach law, and 
managed to restart the magazine, initially on a bi-monthly basis. In October 
1981 the editorship passed to this writer – then a journalist working in the Irish 
Times Belfast office – and in December 1982 I returned it to monthly publication 

(it became a fortnightly again two years later).  
Like so many daily newspaper journalists who contributed to it, I 

valued Fortnight for the opportunities it gave to use controversial material 
that I could not publish in a more risk-averse national broadsheet 
newspaper. For example the spring 1982 issue contained hitherto 
unreported information about William McGrath, the housefather at the 
Kincora boys home in east Belfast, who had been convicted of raping and 
grossly abusing boys in his care the previous December, who was close 
to Ian Paisley and other senior political and military figures, and who 
headed his own small, very strange loyalist paramilitary grouping, Tara.  

The magazine I inherited had become rather stale and unimaginative. 
I introduced more ‘Sidelines’, pointed and sometimes scurrilous short 
items on politics, paramilitaries, the security forces and other matters 
which were eagerly read in a gossipy, news-hungry and conflict-ridden 
small society  (and introduced the pseudonymous James McKnight, 
named after a nineteenth century radical Presbyterian journalist, as their 
author).   

I also re-vamped and smartened up the magazine’s dull lay-out, and 
tried to introduce some humour into its mix. Belfast’s two best cartoonists, 

Ian Knox and Brian Moore (the latter with the Provisionals’ Republican News), 
combined as Kormski to produce the anti-clerical ‘Dog Collars’ cartoon strip, 
which was both barbed and hilarious, and was a favourite of both republican 
and loyalist prisoners in the Maze. In 1983 we ran a competition to find the 
Northern Ireland Assembly’s worst politician to go forward to represent the 
North in what we called the ‘General Galtieri Perpetual Trophy’ for the world’s 
worst politician (this was a year after the Falklands War). A cross-section of 
journalists covering the Assembly surprisingly chose the prominent Ulster 
Unionist barrister Robert McCartney, whose arrogance and self-regard had 
probably alienated many of them, for this dubious honour. The improvements 
in the magazine – as well as its 12 years of sturdy and outspoken survival – 
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were recognised in the award of the 1982 Ewart-Biggs Memorial Prize for 
promoting greater understanding between the people of Britain and Ireland. The 
widow of the former British ambassador to Ireland, murdered by the IRA in 
1976, Lady Jane Ewart-Biggs, said: 

“It was such a relief to be reading about Ulster in Ulster’s language, 
forthright and tough-minded, if sometimes a little forlorn. What 
Fortnight does is to provide information and opinions from the centre 
of events – not filtered through the preconceptions of editorial offices 
in London or Dublin.”  

The range of contributors continued to be wide and their contributions sharp 
and insightful. To name only a few in the early 1980s: John Hume, Peter 
Robinson, Gerry Adams, Conor Cruise O’Brien, Ed Moloney, Mary Holland, 
David Beresford of the Guardian, Irish Times editor Douglas Gageby, BBC 
Panorama journalist Peter Taylor, Professor Padraig O’Malley, and Bishop 
(later to become Cardinal) Cahal Daly.  

Some prominent politicians and journalists preferred to write for the 
magazine under pseudonyms. Calvin McNee was an ever-present unionist-
minded columnist for most of the magazine’s long life. Sometimes he was a 
prominent liberal journalist, sometimes he was David Trimble. Tom Hadden, a 
colleague of Trimble’s in the Queen’s University law school, remembers that 
he would put a note in his pigeon hole asking for a thousand words, and Trimble 
would put the article in a brown paper envelope in Hadden’s pigeon hole.   

The books and arts pages were as lively as the political pages. The best 
contemporary Irish poets were all published in Fortnight: Seamus Heaney, 
Michael Longley, Derek Mahon, Tom Paulin, John Montague, Paul Muldoon, 
John Hewitt and James Simmons (all northerners). In October 1995 poetry 
editor Medbh McGuckian, a major poet herself, pursued Seamus Heaney on the 
day his Nobel Prize for Literature was announced, and came away with several 
unpublished poems. 

I left the magazine in November 1985, eventually to move to work for the 
Irish Times in Dublin. There was a brief interlude during which it was edited 
by a Canadian radio producer, Leslie Van Slyke, who was there when the 
handsome if ramshackle Lower Crescent building in the university area which 
Tom Hadden had shrewdly purchased to house its offices was burned down by 
a homeless man sleeping in its porch. The following autumn Robin Wilson, a 



48 
FORTNIGHT @ 50

CULTURE

Belfast News Letter sub-editor, took over. Wilson remembers being interviewed 
for the job by Hadden and printer Noel Murphy in a burnt-out shell of a building, 
in a room full of rubble, and wondering “What have I got myself into?” 

Despite this inauspicious start, Fortnight under Wilson’s editorship was about 
to enter probably its most serious and thought-provoking phase, just in time for 
the beginning of the Northern Ireland peace process. Almost alone among the 
journalists covering it, Wilson was largely sceptical about that process. He 
recalls that during this period the magazine continued to editorialise that 
“universal norms such as democracy, human rights and the rule of law would 
have to prevail. We pointed out what was happening was that the British 
government was moving from repressing the IRA led by Adams and 
McGuinness to treating with the IRA led by Adams and McGuinness, and not 
what should have happened – which was a genuine break with the past that had 
been characterised by endless abrogations of human rights and the rule of law 
to a democratic dispensation underpinned by both those things.”  

Wilson was a humanist, socialist and internationalist and these flavours 
strongly influenced the magazine’s tone. However, in my opinion, Wilson’s 
strong anti-IRA posture was sometimes a barrier to him understanding the 
genuine changes that were taking place in the republican movement.  

In 1994 Tom Hadden and Kevin Boyle weighed in with a weighty summation 
of their most recent book Northern Ireland: The Choice, the choice being 
between a society based on separation (as between the Israelis and the 
Palestinians) and sharing (on the model of post-apartheid South Africa). The 
writers came down on the side of a combination of internal power-sharing 
between the two communities with external shared shared authority between 
the British and Irish governments, which was the essence of the Good Friday 
Agreement four years later.  

The magazine in these years was bigger than ever and the quality of the 
contributors was unprecedented. Wilson was particularly keen to attract women 
writers, with the monthly political column (the magazine was now monthly 
again) being penned by two heavyweight commentators, the up-and-coming 
Suzanne Breen in Belfast and the outstanding Emily O’Reilly (later to become 
the EU Ombudsman) in Dublin. Others who were contributing at this time were 
former Taoiseach Garret Fitzgerald, the Booker Prize-winning novelist Anne 
Enright; Conor O’Clery and Fintan O’Toole of the Irish Times; Robert Fisk of 
the Independent, Will Hutton of the Guardian, Jimmy Burns of the Financial 
Times; Queen’s University politics professor Paul Bew (soon to become one of 
David Trimble’s closest advisors); and LSE professor of international relations 
Fred Halliday. It was rare for any journalist or academic in Ireland or Britain to 
say ‘no’ when asked to write for Fortnight. 

The poet Damian Smyth joined the magazine in 1989 as books and arts editor 
and then deputy editor. Both Wilson and Smyth believed that politics and the 
arts were strongly overlapping, and were strong supporters of Edna Longley’s 
thesis that Northern Ireland could be a ‘cultural corridor’ connecting Britain and 
Ireland, with the North ‘open at both ends’. Smyth also corrected the imbalance 
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of far too many male poets in earlier periods by publishing many of the new 
generation of women poets such as Sinead Morrissey, Vona Groarke and 
Leontia Flynn. 

In 1995 Robin Wilson stepped down in order to found the Belfast-based 
Democratic Dialogue ‘think tank.’ He was replaced by John O’Farrell, a young 
left-wing Dubliner who had recently completed a master’s degree at Queen’s 
University. 

O’Farrell was keen to engage with republicans. He claims to have given Sinn 
Fein director of publicity Danny Morrison his first piece of paid work, an 
interview with visiting South African politicians Cyril Ramaphosa and Rolf 
Meyer, when he got out of prison in 1995. O’Farrell understood that “Sinn Fein 
and the IRA were moving away from fundamental positions, away from 
physical force/violence towards constitutionalism. We covered the peace 
process as if there was probably going to be a deal, which turned out to be what 
happened.” 

In 2002 O’Farrell was replaced by the prominent freelance journalist and 
writer Malachi O’Doherty, best known at that point for his BBC Radio Ulster 
Talkback commentaries and a well-reviewed book on the IRA. However 
O’Doherty found it difficult to maintain the magazine’s circulation at a time of 
both relative peace and political inactivity as the Northern Ireland institutions 
went into storage (from 2002 to 2007). The endless talks and breakdown of 
talks as the DUP and Sinn Fein manoevred to upstage their more moderate 
counterparts, the Ulster Unionists and the SDLP, and the two governments 
desperately tried to sweet-talk the extremist parties into 
agreement (which they finally did at St Andrews in autumn 
2006) did not make for political engagement from the small 
magazine-reading public.  

In 2000 Hadden had managed to pay off much of the 
magazine’s significant debt by selling the building in Lower 
Crescent for a tidy sum. This was probably the only time in 
Fortnight’s history when it was fully solvent. However despite 
this new solvency, in 2005 the money ran out to pay 
O’Doherty’s full-time salary, the first time in over 30 years the 
editor had been paid a living wage.  

It was now becoming clear that after 35 years the magazine 
was running out of steam. The end of the Northern Ireland 
conflict and the advent of social media, spelling the death 
knell for small, radical print publications everywhere, 
provided the broader negative context. It limped on for 
another six years, becoming bi-monthly again at the end. The 
‘final souvenir issue’ in December 2011–January 2012 
signalled a transition from relative harmony to a more 
disruptive wider environment in the future with a cover 
cartoon (by Martyn Turner) featuring Peter Robinson and Martin McGuinness 
singing from the same hymn sheet over a story on the ‘North/South Euro crisis’. g
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Fortnight and fifty years of 
contested writing in the North 

Damian Smyth 

Damian Smyth is Head of Literature and Drama at the Arts Council of Northern Ireland 
and a former editor at Fortnight Educational Trust
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If the defining cultural moment of the last fifty years in 
Northern Ireland is discussed, it will be hard to get around 
the address given by Seamus Heaney in Stockholm on 
receipt of the 1995 Nobel Prize. In the astonishing passage 
dealing with the Kingsmill Massacre he identified far-
reaching ethical and political implications for individual 
action as much as for societal repair and renewal. 

The accolade had been long predicted. A combination of superlative lyrical 
gifts, the designing of a vocal register adequate to civic and political concerns, 
an almost-supernatural agility in finding new imaginative options for a social 
world making wholly new psychic conditions in everything from traditional 
literary forms to ground-breaking and mind-boggling technological advances, 
as well as a popular resonance unmatched in poetry at the highest level since 
Tennyson – an odd parallel, maybe, but not so much so perhaps as time steps 
lightly over that grave in Bellaghy – all combined to give the award when it 
came the character of an inevitability, something Greek in its fated arrival.  

Given all that, it may be counter-intuitive to suggest the primacy sits with 
a prose essay or a speech. Yet Crediting Poetry, his extraordinary statement of 
acceptance, which is both a resignation to a public and ‘national’ role and a 
receipt of yet further grace, has about it the resonance of Zola’s famous open 
letter on the Dreyfus affair almost a hundred years’ earlier, J’accuse (1898), or, 
closer to our own time, passages in Claudia Rankine’s Forward Prize-winning 
Citizen: An American Lyric (2015). 

Perhaps because we are too close to the centre around which these thoughts 
cohere, we lose the radical impact of the ethical comportment which brings 
itself to bear on these baleful consequences of humans in history. But the 
decisiveness of Heaney’s action here remains salutary today, even as its broad 
humane embrace had already anticipated many of the themes which were to 
bring about ultimately the manner in which agreement might be found. Those 
years were marked by the need to ‘find a form of words’ to enable consent to 
be gained; and teams of civil servants were employed on just that task, line by 

Crediting Poetry  

Then, the story goes, in that split 
second of decision, and in the 
relative cover of the winter 
evening darkness, he felt the hand 
of the Protestant worker next to 
him take his hand and squeeze it 
in a signal that said no, don’t 
move, we’ll not betray you, 
nobody need know what faith or 
party you belong to. It was like a 
moment of exposure to 
interstellar cold, a reminder of the 
scary element, both inner and 
outer, in which human beings 
must envisage and conduct their 
lives. But it was only a moment. 
The birth of the future we desire 
is surely in the contraction which 
that terrified Catholic felt on the 
roadside when another hand 
gripped his hand, not in the 
gunfire that followed, so absolute 
and so desolate, if also so much a 
part of the music of what 
happens. 

SEAMUS HEANEY  
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line, word by word. It was a paradigm of the literary artform and its practice; 
though working in pewter rather than gold. 

Heaney’s address had been the motive force in Fortnight’s coverage for the 
decades up to that point,; the magazine sought to give voice to marginal opinion 
and creativity, the orthodoxy of nationalism and its verities didn’t sit easily with 
the interrogation of the national idea which was in the very DNA of the magazine 
throughout its existence.  

Fortnight Educational Trust, the Joseph Rowntree Trust-funded adjunct to the 
magazine, which is where this contributor spent most time connected to the 
magazine, had a social, cultural and educational function, in unearthing even 
more disparate voices and ideas than might have found a home in the main pages. 
But the contexts of the arts were diligently mapped and the magazine provides 
an astute and alert commentary on the behaviour of the arts and attitudes to them 
in a zone of sustained conflict, where cultural identity and allegiance were among 
the prizes at stake.  

Make no mistake, though; we were and have been in the company of true 
greatness in the arts, and still are. I think of the triumph of Barry Douglas in the 
1986 International Tchaikovsky Competition, which presented us out of the blue 
with a global superstar of the concert platform, one of the great interpreters of the 
Russian repertoire in the twentieth century and of Brahms in the twentyfirst; the 
wonder, among a half-dozen classics, of Brian Friel’s Translations in 1980, in a 
cast that drew together so many other talents of the stage; the radiant, mesmeric 
genius that is the dancer and choreographer Oona Doherty, especially in the 
episodes of Hard to Be Soft – A Belfast Prayer (2016–19); with Rita Duffy and 
Willie Doherty, Colin Davidson’s emergence as a major international portraitist 
with memorable and memorably-moving portraits of the known and the 
unknown; most recently, Anna Burns’s Booker-winning Milkman – acclaim 
tragically coupled now with the murder of her friend Lyra McKee in the very 
week when Burns had returned in triumph to Northern Ireland to celebrate the 
prize; then there is the supergiant star of the poet Sinéad Morrissey, to whom 
accolades are attracted as if by gravity. 

The Field Day enterprise of which Heaney was a key part – along with Brian 
Friel, Seamus Deane, Tom Paulin, Stephen Rea and David Hammond (picture a 
Rat Pack such as Sinatra’s bunch in Vegas, but even cooler) ultimately managed 
to gain the consent of the intelligentsia in both parts of Ireland as it dominated 
international discourse. How could it fail, given the vast ready-made narrative of 
‘Ireland and ‘Irishness’ – the sob-stuff, the laugh and the swagger as MacNeice 
might say – and the (mostly) benign stereotype, especially in the United States?  

The celebrated Field Day anthology of Irish writing, while not proving quite as 
elusive a task as that scholar found his, nonetheless stirred up unexpected responses. 
The first three volumes (1991weren’t so much gender blind as monocular – the 
muskiness of males in heat was everywhere, editorially and in the content selections. 
The response was to recruit female editors who ten years later, slammed two further 
volumes onto the groaning shelf beside their elder brothers. But the mission of 
Field Day itself proved yet another expansion of the common weal of the arts into 
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the everyday of politics and allegiance and belonging in Ireland and, on those terms, 
it remains persuasive. 

In fiction, meanwhile, the half-century that began with Brian Moore, Ian 
Cochrane, Jennifer Johnston, Maurice Leitch and Sam Hanna Bell, flourished over 
the last four decades into a prose culture to rival anywhere on earth; not only per 
capita, but in real terms. The twin assets of Glenn Patterson and Robert McLiam 
Wilson arrived as completely new voices in Belfast in the late 1980s, with new 
perspectives on their own origins in tribes, and novels which demanded and 
received attention internationally. David Park was also on his way as the major 
force in Irish fiction he has become in recent years. Carlo Gébler, as a writer across 
multiple genres, has produced an astonishing and enduring body of work and 
enabled so many other writers. Bernard MacLaverty, from a gentle exile in Scotland, 
has amplified the literatures of several cultures and remains a salutary force in short- 
and long-form fiction. 

Deirdre Madden’s persistent high quality fiction for over forty years now has 
been acclaimed on larger stages. And that, it must be said, in the midst of a chronic 
cultural bias against women writing, which has seen only very recently the work of 
Janet McNeill, Beatrice Grimshaw, Charlotte Riddell and FE Crichton recovered 
and celebrated in their own right; Frances Molloy now a presence on the landscape; 
and the energies identified by Ruth Carr – ‘Hooley’ as was – in the ground-breaking 
The Female Line anthology (1986), and in subsequent embattled publications 
which struggled for attention, finally being acknowledged as integral to the written 
culture of the island. These are the great days. 

Lucy Caldwell is a major writer of short fiction and novels, whose The Meeting 
Point won the Dylan Thomas Prize in 2011; Jan Carson’s The Fire Starters (2019) 
won the EU Ireland Literature Prize for which Rosemary Jenkinson’s short stories 
in Catholic Boy (2019) and Bernie McGill’s novel The Watch House (2017) were 
both shortlisted. 

At the time, the power of independent theatre companies such as Charabanc 
(1983-95) and Dubbeljoint (1991-2004) was undeniable; raw, visceral, but also 
often with rollicking and unruly imaginations, driven by women; here did impact 
negatively on the development of women’s writing. Decades ago, I mentioned 

Marie Jones as the most important playwright in Ireland; there may have 
been a touch of special pleading when Friel and Murphy and McGuinness 
were at their trade; but the point was that the force of her work in A Night 
in November (1994), Stones in his Pockets (1996) and Women on the Verge of 
HRT (1997) especially was irresistible – vastly popular, unsurpassedly 
accessible, hilariously funny and, crucially, with behavioural truths strung 
through them. I don’t see any reason to recant the view. Those plays remain 
touchstones for successful, transatlantic, contemporary, unexpected, 
brilliant, tale-telling; their norms of virtuoso demands and portmanteau 

characterisations as enduring as Friel’s Gar Public and Gar Private in Philadelphia, 
Here I Come! (1964). 

This is also the era of Christina Reid – Tea in a China Cup (1982), Joyriders 
(1986); of Graham Reid and the breakthrough of The Billy Plays on television, 
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which established the Belfast accent fully as an 
earworm for the universe; of Martin Lynch’s Dockers 
(1981) and The Interrogation of Ambrose Fogarty 
(1982) and the ethics of community-focused 
theatre; and of Stewart Parker and the triumphs of 
Northern Star (1984) and Pentecost (1987) for Field 
Day. More recently, there has been the tremendous 
upsurge of writers for the stage, such as Rosemary 

Jenkinson (White Star, 2012), Stacey Gregg (Scorch, 2015), Abbie Spallen 
(Pumpgirl, 2009) and Sarah Gordon (A Sinkhole in Guatemala, 2016), 
demonstrating that the female voice, in whatever register it makes itself heard, 
will indeed make itself heard. Owen McCafferty (Mojo Mickybo 1998, Scenes 
from the Big Picture 2003, Quietly 2012) has had glittering international 
success for two decades now, establishing himself in the front rank of theatre 
writers; David Ireland’s multi-prizewinning plays Cypress Avenue (2016) and Ulster 
American (2018) show a splendid savagery of vision and execution which has gained 
him a stellar reputation. Anne Devlin, possibly the most unsung of our writers, 
produced in The Way-Paver (1986), an enduring classic of a short-story collection; 
and in After Easter (1994) and Ourselves Alone (1986), two dramas of enduring 
relevance and quality. Her short-story, ‘Naming the Names’, also anticipated Ciaran 
Carson’s cadenzas on the street-names of Belfast.  

None of us would be where we are now were it not, for example, for the 
ingenuity of the Community Relations Council and its Cultural Traditions Group 
in commissioning Varieties of Irishness (1989) from Roy Foster. One remembers 
here the often overlooked persistence of people such as Maurna Crozier and James 
Hawthorne in pioneering advances in social and cultural thought. In the 
subsequent series of similarly transgressive publications, which challenged myths 
of ownerships and disconcerting attitudes of genetic belonging, over language, 
music, territory and history, the old tribal wars were reignited, especially revisionism 
versus traditionalism. 

But it is also fair to say that, we wouldn’t be where we are without the ability of 
the national idea – understood as an island-wide concept hospitable to all identities 
and allegiances, in full and without loss or reserve – to carry the urgency of the 
peace process into government chambers in places other than Ireland. Seamus 
Heaney’s cultural intelligence was pivotal in that and it was no surprise at all that 
President McAleese had the great poet at the top table beside HM the Queen in 
Dublin Castle in 2011. If the weight of history was to sit on anyone’s shoulders, 
there were no broader than the man from Bellaghy and the presence of the arts at 
that table said something very powerfully about the role of the natural eloquence 
of the artform in ‘finding a form of words’ to light up the pathway out of danger. 

In those culture wars – and, for a time, that wasn’t too grand a term – Fortnight 
had its partisan inclinations. Throughout it was inclined to don both the cravat of 
Foster’s revisionism and the hairshirt of Stewart Parker’s neo-Protestant mission, 
leaving Brian Friel’s florid Hawaiian sleeveless numbers and the sylvan moleskins 
of old Éire to Field Day and the toughs of UCD.

Osman, Serbia, Sultan, 
Raglan, Bosnia, Belgrade, 
Rumania, Sebastopol. 
The names roll off my tongue 
like a litany. 
‘Has that something to do 
with Gladstone’s foreign 
policy?’ he used to laugh and 
ask. 
‘No. Those are the streets of 
West Belfast.’ 
ANNE DEVLIN 

g
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The currency of poetry 

Edna Longley 

Edna Longley is a Professor Emerita at Queen’s University Belfast

Contributors to this anniversary issue of Fortnight were 
asked to avoid too much of a historical rather than a 
forward-looking approach. But the hand of history can 
seize Irish pens – and history particularly complicates any 
account of current poetry in the North.  

‘Current’ poetry includes the Iliad, whereas 
yesterday’s Lockdown lyric may already be out of 
date. So, in this impressionistic catch-up, 
‘currency’ will not only signify how some of our 
poets position some of their poems in socio-
cultural terms. It will also cover the position of 
poetry itself since Fortnight shut up shop in 2012. 
Introducing their anthology, New Poets from the 
North of Ireland (2016), Sinéad Morrissey and 
Stephen Connolly were upbeat: ‘In spite of its 
small size and population, the North of Ireland, it 

seems, has a knack for continuing to produce celebrated poets.’ (It would be vulgar 
to list the poetry prizes won since 2012.) 

Poetry does pick up Zeitgeist-shifts, even if its prescience can’t be gauged for 
years or centuries. In The Parkinson’s Poems (2016) Frank Ormsby says: ‘I suspect 
that I have already finished writing my Parkinson’s poems (in the same way that I 
have written my poems about the Northern Ireland Troubles).’ Yet Ormsby’s 
‘Troubles’ poems, like those of other poets, remain current. To talk of ‘post-
Agreement’ poetry (or post-Viral poetry) is to categorise prematurely. Poems about 
war are also poems about peace. Contrasting the time-zones of poetry and ‘the 
news’, the American critic Jahan Ramazani argues that in poetry the ‘present’ can 
be ‘multiplied, echoed, and stretched into the past and future by poetic form and 
memory’. Ciaran Carson’s last poems, in Still Life (2019), underscore his unique 
ability to align the rhythms of a present-tense poem with the movement of time 
and history. His poem on Poussin’s ‘A Landscape with a Calm’ traverses various 
pasts before ending with the poet’s self-image as a ‘musician driving the stock-still 
moment steadily into the future’.  

MALONE HOARD 

In coffeeshops on the Lisburn Road we eat with mobile phones 
beside our plates: our shiny black talismans. Sixteen-year-old 
girls LOL-ing, hoarding our trove of digital images: text and 
symbol. Uploading, but less loading up treasure – not to grind 
an axe – than laying the present moment, heavy and useless, 
ceremonially in the thick dust of itself. Our lives, bright relics. 

LEONTIA FLYNN,  
from The Radio (2017)

@50
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Back in the day, Carson said that his poems might be ‘of the Troubles’ rather 
than ‘about’ them. ‘Of’ suggests how civil war invades and intensifies every cranny 
of life; and thus might reconfigure the traditions, genres and forms of poetry itself. 
Northern Irish poetry since 1968 has still been only partially read for its aesthetic 
or metaphysical import. Fran Brearton wrote in 2003: ‘Poets from Northern Ireland 
have been the focus of extensive academic and media attention over the last thirty 
years, sometimes to the detriment of proper consideration of their work in the 
island’s poetic traditions as a whole, and in the context of British, Irish and 
American cultural exchange and influence.’ It’s a good sign that more recent critical 
overviews feature matters like ‘theology’, ‘classical presences’, ‘domestic space’, 
‘ecology’. The extraordinary four-page list of ‘Credits’, which Stephen Sexton 
attaches to his long poem If All the World and Love Were Young (2019), implies how 
much can get into any poem: Damselflies, Dante, eelgrass, Hale-Bopp, the Albert 
Bridge, MacNeice’s ‘Snow’, ‘The Omagh Bomb (15th August 1998)’, Cancer, 
‘stone-throwing, dismay, enmity, a future’. Sexton’s elegiac sequence, despite its 
structural debt to Super Mario World (1990) – now history too – takes its title 
from Sir Walter Raleigh; while its deepest structures (like those of digital games) 
hark back to the Iliad and Odyssey. 

Yet dark history remains in the poetic kaleidoscope. Poetry broadly mirrors 
society here in that the Troubles have not ceased to figure as an uneasy collective 
unconscious, which can, unpredictably, rise to the surface. The trees of Ormsby’s 
‘Willow Forest’ ‘hang their heads/ over a history that, now memorialised,/ could 
be forgotten’. Carson’s poem on Velasquez’s ‘Old Woman Cooking Eggs’ recalls a 
Belfast pub in 1973 as a ‘chiaroscuro’ where ‘Every so often of an afternoon we’d 
hear a muffled thunder’. The reproduction of Velasquez’s painting behind the bar 
now becomes indelibly highlighted with hindsight: ‘How close to life, the texture 
of the blood red, papery dried red/ Pepper pods!’ Poetic memory (as in Wilfred 
Owen’s ‘elegies’) also criticises less complex memorials. More than any other poet, 
Carson has exposed a Belfast unconscious; while also turning the city into a matrix 
of metamorphic possibilities – city-planners, please note. Poets continue to remix 
Belfast’s seismic historical strata, from the Titanic to the Titanic Quarter: not 
without peaceful epiphanies. In ‘The Singing Gates’ (On Balance, 2017) Morrissey 
uses an accidental Aeolian Harp on Divis to symbolise getting difficult history into 
poetic perspective. In Still Life Carson’s walks through the Waterworks Park (a 
pastoral locus for Ormsby too) counter some of the darkness. But perhaps Paul 
Muldoon’s ‘Belfast Hymn’, ‘commissioned by the Grand Central Hotel’, is a trifle 
too heart-warming: ‘We rejoice in …/ gooseberry jam, Nambarrie tea,/ Irwin’s malt 
bread …’. Are those really on the menu? 

The Troubles may surface as brief allusion or enter a poem’s foreground. Gail 
McConnell’s ‘Type Face’ (2016) harrowingly exemplifies the latter. This sequence 
represents McConnell as researching the death of her prison-officer father. Once 
again, ‘poetic form and memory’, poetry’s critique and renewal of language, 
question other ways of formatting history. McConnell begins: ‘The thing I notice 
noticing’s the font/ in the Historical Enquiries Team Report./ It’s Comic Sans …’. 
And: ‘The word I’ve tried hard not to use is murdered’. McConnell, Morrissey, 

THE TROUBLES 

Think of the children 
Behind the coffins. 
Look sorrow in the face. 
Call those thirty years 
The Years of Disgrace.   

MICHAEL LONGLEY,  
from Angel Hill (2017)
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Sexton, Colette Bryce and Leontia Flynn are among poets who variously speak as 
‘children’ of the Troubles. Bryce’s Derry sequence, in The Whole & Rain-domed 
Universe (2014), starts with the poet falling into memory as into an ominous snow-
drift: ‘I stepped from my skis, and stumbled in, like childhood,/ knee-deep, 
waist-deep, chest-deep’. The title-poem of Flynn’s The Radio (2017) filters the 
language of ‘the news’ through personal experience in a stanza that switches between 
discursive and evocative effects: 

The radio hoots and mutters, hoots and mutters, 
out of the dark each morning of my childhood. 
A kind of plaintive, reedy oboe note –  
Deadlock … it mutters, firearms … Warrenpoint; 
Just before two this morning … talks between … 

Poetry is a good place to look for that problematic concept ‘legacy’ – or post-
traumatic syndrome. 

In a more positive sense, there’s still something ‘collective’ going on. Poets who 
now mainly live across the border, the Irish Sea or the Atlantic – e.g. Bryce, 
Muldoon, Gerald Dawe, Alan Gillis, Miriam Gamble, Nick Laird, Peter McDonald 
– will home northwards in their work. This may confirm that a return to origins 

(Heaney’s Mossbawn unconscious) is intrinsic to the poetic 
impulse. And ‘new poets’ don’t displace old poets. Ormsby, after 
long silences, has had a creative Indian Summer, despite calling 
one book The Darkness of Snow (2017). The title-poem of Derek 
Mahon’s Against the Clock (2018) enjoins: ‘Don’t give in or give 
up, Sophocles, obviously,/ who wrote Colonus in his ninetieth 
year/ is our exemplar’. Few poets have written more powerfully 
against the clock than did Carson, whose resurrection as a poet 
was indexed to his dying from cancer; who proved Wallace 
Stevens’s dictum: ‘Death is the mother of beauty’. More closely 
than other literary modes, poetry entangles the generations in 
‘tradition’. Sexton salutes ‘il professore, il maestro, Ciaran Carson 
to whom I am indebted and to whom language itself is indebted’. 
Tradition ramifies temporally and globally. But, to quote 
Morrissey and Connolly: 

A pre-existing place-specific poetry canon with which we all 
remain in conversation, and the education provided by a 
dynamic poetry culture, arguably unrivalled in these islands, are 
hugely important in challenging and sustaining succeeding 
generations of poets. The Seamus Heaney Centre for Poetry at 
Queen’s University Belfast, founded in 2003 … has also played 
a decisive role in fostering new poetic talent. 

Heaney’s death was a huge local as well as global shock. 
Giving his imprimatur to the Centre named for him and his art, 
he had endorsed ‘the intent, self-sustaining, unpredictably 

BUTTER BRIDGE 2 

The traffic on the Albert Bridge crawls 
   stubbornly from the city. 
Crews are coxed along the river by a voice 
   through a megaphone. 
This is I suppose what faith is a voice that 
   steers into the dark. 
A murmuration of starlings is a smudge on 
   the setting sun 
or the huge and happy thumbprint of 
   Shigeru Miyamoto. 
STEPHEN SEXTON, 
from If All the World and Love Were Young 
(2019)



liberating activity that goes on at a centre for poetry’. The Centre now 
commemorates Heaney; as does the enterprising Bellaghy Homeplace. Radiations 
from the Centre include the Sunflower poetry readings, organised by Stephen 
Connolly and Manuela Moser, who also publish the impressive series of ‘Lifeboat’ 
pamphlets (named for a poem by Michael Longley). These pamphlets mark the 
dedication to poetry amongst younger writers such as themselves, Padraig Regan, 
Caitlin Newby and Scott McKendry. Directed by Carson for a decade, the Centre 
also nurtures other modes of ‘creative writing’. But it 
has primarily and crucially exemplified the 
‘conversations’ that remake poetic tradition. Flynn’s 
moving elegy for Heaney, ‘August 30th 2013’, is 
precisely that: a conversation in which she clears her 
own aesthetic space: ‘But this is my idiom’. Flynn also 
clears some critical space: ‘waxing operatic/ about how 
Lit-Crit culture’s getting sick/ still makes me seem a 
touch arthritic/ if not potentially undemocratic’. 
Flynn’s irony attacks literary influencers who put 
‘diversity’ before verse in a way that devalues poetry’s 
currency. Himself a very fine critic, Heaney wanted the 
Heaney Centre to involve criticism, in all its guises, lest 
conversations about poetry should degenerate into cosy 
chats. Poems are not selfies. Poetry has largely 
weathered – and often mediated – our indigenous 
‘identity politics’. This may induce wariness when other 
brands are uncritically invoked. 

Conversation between poems is ultimately aesthetic. 
Northern Irish poetry has long been noted for its 
renovations of ‘traditional’ form: line, stanza, rhyme. 
In Frolic and Detour (1919), we find Muldoon still 
ringing the changes on rhyme and sonnet as structural principles. Yet poets remain 
open to all formal possibilities. Witness Regan’s and Jan Carson’s distinctive prose 
poems. Before the Troubles, a few northern poets were obsessed with poetry itself: 
with its aesthetic essence. This actually stood them in good stead during the 
Troubles. It may also explain the persistence of poetry here. Simon Armitage 
recently called poetry a ‘marginal’ medium (although that’s why he likes it). Poetry 
has a little more ‘currency’ in these parts. But perhaps what matters is poets’ 
continuing faith that it matters.
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THE ANALYST’S COUCH 

I was not there when the soldier was shot, so I didn’t 
   see him 
carried up the street and manoeuvred 
through our propped front door. 
Who took his weight, the women or the soldiers? 
Blood, seeping into the cushions, dark brown stuff 
like HP sauce, soaking thoroughly into the foam, the 
   worn 
upholstery of the enemy. Laid out on the sofa 
of eternity, its faded tweed, its sag, its hoard 
of household smells, fluff and pens, small change  
and lost buttons. Am I making this up? Its animalness. 
Paw-footed, it pads from the room, the soldier lying 
bleeding on its back. 
No it doesn’t. 

COLETTE BRYCE,  
from Selected Poems (2017)

g
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Screen politics 

Des O’Rawe 

Des O’Rawe is a senior lecturer in Film Studies at Queen’s University, Belfast

The remarkable growth of Northern Ireland’s film and 
television industry in recent years – the Game of Thrones 
era – has undoubtedly assisted economic development. 
Some are wondering if this been at the expense of cultural 
and artistic values.

NI Screen has played a major role in this apparent success story. Formerly, known 
as the Northern Ireland Film and Television Commission, its more recent funding 
policies have created jobs and attracted direct investment in the local creative and 
screen media industries, as well as in the tourism, hospitality and other service 
sectors. Since 2016, it has been core-funded through Invest N.I and is aligned to 
the strategic priorities of the Department for the Economy. It is clearly committed 
to an instrumentalist rather than culturalist film and screen development policy. 
This has earned it plaudits at home and abroad. From a business and enterprise 
perspective, it is hard to argue against the benefits to the local economy of securing 
such largescale international productions as Morgan (2016), The Lost City of Z 
(2016), Viking Destiny (2018), The Northman (2021), for example, or major 
television drama series such as The Fall (2013–16), or Line of Duty (2012–20). 
Nevertheless, as the old adage goes, once you think money can do everything, you 
end up doing everything for money, a mentality hardly synonymous with the 
development of an artistically distinctive and socially relevant regional film industry.  

Media Studies researchers at Ulster University, in a recently published article 
focussing on the production contexts of Game of Thrones, have questioned the 
extent to which “NI Screen’s work is disproportionately skewed towards economic 
objectives, rather than its cultural and educational remit”.1 While not 
acknowledging its entrepreneurial achievements, the researchers have raised a few 
uncomfortable issues about “the ethics of providing £14.85m of public funding to 
a company of the scale of HBO [itself a subsidiary of TimeWarner Inc.]”, or the 
extent to which the levels of economic impact and job creation associated with 
productions such as Game of Thrones are being exaggerated. Similarly, while the 
availability of cutting-edge facilities and sustained investment in new screen 
technologies is necessary if Northern Ireland is to remain competitive as a location 
for major productions and post-production work, the local arts sector will also need 
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substantial public funding if it is to survive the after-shock of COVID-19, Brexit, 
and a prolonged recession.  

In terms of responding to such concerns, NI Screen would no doubt point to 
its training and skills initiatives, its Irish Language and Ulster-Scot broadcast 
funding, its support for digital archives, festivals, and ‘cultural cinema’, as well its 
commitment to harnessing the commercial and expressive potential of new 
immersive and reality technologies, especially in relation to animation and gaming.  
It might also point to its support for projects that engage directly with the the 
legacy of the Troubles and the experiences of its thousands of victims and survivors. 
In this context, two recent films are particularly noteworthy: Hear My Voice 
(Brendan J. Byrne, 2018, 23 mins), and Lost Lives (Michael Hewitt and Dermot 
Lavery, 2019, 93 mins). Lost Lives received £100,000 production funding from NI 
Screen in its 2018–19 round, and its Chief Executive is proud that “NI Screen 
played a key part in ensuring that this urgent, heartfelt and important film was 
both produced and distributed as widely as possible.” These are important 
productions in terms of what they reveal about the relations between politics, 
culture, and filmmaking in contemporary Northern Ireland, and the role of political 
as well as economic instrumentalism. 

Both films are documentaries commissioned by BBC NI. Hear My Voice is a 
cinematic reframing of artist Colin Davidson’s 2015 series of eighteen portraits of 
survivors, ‘Silent Testimony’. Although originally exhibited at the Ulster Museum, 
Byrne’s film was shot at a special exhibition in Riddel’s Warehouse, a Victorian 
ironmongery works in central Belfast. In configuring its elegiac, requiem-like mood 
and mise en scène, Hear My Voice aims for a graceful, unobtrusive cinematographic 
style in which tracking and close shots merge with the textures and impressions 
created by Davidson’s paintings, complemented by Brian Byrne’s score. Although 
the appearance of Davidson himself, working and reflecting on the wider project, 
may be of limited interest (I would have thought his art is well able to speak for 
itself ), it is the voices of the actual subjects of the portraits that gives a poignancy 
and importance to the artist’s images, and the filmmaker’s images of those images.  

Lost Lives is a larger-scale project than Hear My Voice translating into film 
language a selection of entries from a 1999 compilation of those killed during the 
Troubles, edited by David McKittrick and several local journalists (with a second 
edition published in 2004). Unlike other compilations (as in Flackes and Elliott’s 
editions of Northern Ireland: A Political Directory, for example, or Malcolm Sutton’s 
Bear in Mind These Dead ... An Index of Deaths from the Conflict in Ireland 
1969–93), Lost Lives also provides more detail about the specific circumstances of 
each death, often with a carefully chosen quotation from an interview or 

Image from ‘Lost Lives’
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contemporary newspaper report. Transforming this compendium of human 
suffering and devastation into a film is a courageous undertaking, perhaps all the 
more so given there is no escaping the fact that many of those lives were not lost 
but taken, and every one of those deaths originated in a decision made by someone, 
somewhere. 

The visual style of Lost Lives calls to mind the experimental work of filmmakers 
such as Godfrey Reggio (The Qatsi Trilogy), James Benning (13 Lakes), or Peter 
Greenaway (especially, Prospero’s Books), and there is no doubt that Hewitt and 
Lavery are aiming for this kind of cultural association in their preference for a free-
flowing, seemingly random montage of images. This strategy has limitations: the 
score for the soundtrack, is eclectic and perhaps oppressive at times, and in using 
famous and well-known actors to perform each of the main segments, Lost Lives 
risks silencing the very voices it seeks to represent. Many of the images depict nature 
and the environment, redolent landscapes and derelict buildings, often in a gothic 
and expressionistic visual register that also risks decontextualizing the deaths and 
the violence, and the permanence of consequences.  

A screen industry capable of creating new jobs and attracting investment into 
this region has never been more necessary, but so too is the continued development 
of a film culture that can generate and support images, histories, forms and debates 
genuinely responsive to the complicated and ever-present political legacy of the 
past.  
 
1 Ramsay et al., Media, Culture and Society, v41, n6, 2019.

Image from ‘Lost Lives’
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We walked and talked until we’d reached a sandstone bridge, where he 
had me turn clockwise to three o’clock and face the pedestrian’s refuge 
and stream that flowed beneath. He then directed me to lean forward 
slightly and place my left hand on an imprint on the parapet made by 
someone else’s hand once upon a time, allowing me to find my own 
way to the imprint to my right. I was standing in this ‘stop and frisk’ 
pose, mildly bewildered, when our eyes met and he asked: ‘How does 
it feel to have the border run between your legs?’ 

My father grew up in a northern village called Brookeborough, Co. 
Fermanagh, named after the politician of the same name, and landlord 
to my paternal grandparents, only a few miles from said bridge at the 
border with the Republic of Ireland. My mother was born and raised 
in a townland called Shankill, Co. Down, about fifteen miles from the 
border with the Republic. Mention the word ‘border’ around someone 
from our neck of the woods and amongst other things, collocations like 
‘border poll’, ‘border campaign’ and notorious republicans like Dessie 
O’Hare (‘The Border Fox’) and Dominic McGlinchey spring to mind. 
Originally members of the PIRA, O’Hare and McGlinchey later joined 
the INLA, the group responsible for the ‘proxy bread-van bomb’ in 
1986 at the RUC barracks on Irish Street, Downpatrick, the same street 
that housed my first nine years. We were but eight doors down from 
the targeted barracks, and it is this bomb and its aftermath that I depict 
in the poem ‘Proxy’ (‘Ghost in the Machine’) in my book, 
Reconstructions: the Troubles in Photographs and Words (Merrion Press, 
2019). 

Shortly thereafter, we left Irish Street, mistakenly thinking we’d be 
safer further away from the barracks, when another bomb was planted 

Snaps from a cooler 
remove 

Steafán Hanvey

In 1993, a friend I’d met at the 
University of Ulster, took me to his 
native northern town of Belcoo in  
County Fermanagh, a town that borders 
Black Lion in the Republic of Ireland. 

‘History doesn’t repeat itself but it often rhymes.’  
Attributed to Mark Twain
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from ‘Proxy’  
(‘Ghost in the machine’) 
 
Back before we set gluten free, 
back when it was nothing more 
than a dirty thought in bakers’ dough, 
local seers spoke of miracles, 
of metal confetti turning into loaves, 
teeming down in droves from their 
heavens. 
 
A curator of blasts might caption this 
one 
‘Wreckage before Citadel’, 
but just eight doors up from us, 
this is no half-baked interactive street 
art; 
the installation is already in place, 
and like all barracks, 
it’s a box of sore thumbs. 
 
Post-flash, boom, and spray, 
this bread-van is a write-off, 
a spectacle let lie, open to inspection. 
The only remnants of its true design 
are the slices of bread 
on the corrugated rooftop. 

INLA  attack. Car bomb explodes at Downpatrick 
RUC station PHOTOGRAPH BOBBIE HANVEY
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not eight, but two doors from our new home in 
Church Street on 28th September 1986. The INLA 
had planted yet another device, this time a suitcase 
bomb outside Welshman’s bar, an off-duty watering-
hole frequented by members of the British security 
forces. The bomb exploded as my father answered 
the knock of an RUC man who was trying to 
evacuate the street. This experience is also detailed in 
Reconstructions in the guise of ‘Plan B’ (‘Unravelling 
Night’). 

This was the second time an INLA bomb had 
come too close for comfort. So, whenever collocations like ‘Border Fox’, ‘made safe’ 
or ‘legitimate target’ are uttered, I recall, amongst other things, these two near 

misses. Of course, in recent times, our ‘Troublespeak’ has become 
cluttered with seemingly less ominous collocations such as ‘hard and 
soft border’ and ‘backstop’ … but are they?   

Salman Rushdie once wrote: ‘Give me a line drawn across the world 
and I’ll give you an argument.’ In 2018, Northerners celebrated the 
twentieth anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement without barely 
having come to terms with the absence of conflict, as we awkwardly 
stumble and fumble our way through what has been dubbed the ‘peace 
process’ — yet another collocation that seems to highlight the actual 
disunity of two communities who find it hard to co-locate themselves 
in time and space.  

Six months after the Brexit vote, the Northern Assembly collapsed 
and was put on ice until further notice as Westminster fried its bigger 
fish, though few would have equated that with the worst possible 
scenario — the likelihood of a return to those dark days of ‘the 
Troubles’. It was something that someone (the politicians) would 
eventually sort out, right? But then journalist Lyra McKee was 
murdered. 

Flash back to a ceasefire the PIRA called in 1994 — the one that 
would signal the end of our ‘Troubles’ as we knew them — and to my 

final year at university at UUJ. I’m working as a boom-operator-stroke-driver for 
MacMillan Media in Belfast, while trying to reassure my Finnish girlfriend, whom 
I’d met at Western Washington University as an exchange student a year earlier, 
that Belfast wasn’t nearly as bad as they said it was. I wasn’t being completely honest 
as I didn’t want her to scarper, so I just did what almost every Northerner had done 
for decades, and that was, I let on everything was ‘normal’.  

Somewhat ironically perhaps, it wasn’t until then – with the Troubles next to 
over – that I decided to self-impose exile and up sticks and leave Northern Ireland 
for snowier climes in neutral Finland to pursue a woman and a Master’s in 
International Politics where my thesis dealt with a comparison of Finland’s and 
Ireland’s neutrality policy. I was also leaving troubles of another kind behind, my 
parents having decided to divorce. It had been my intention to never look back, 

from ‘Plan B’  
(‘Unravelling Night’) 
 
The black theatre of my mind’s eye 
presents the freeze-frame stillness, 
stop-motion, stopped, 
just before the blast-wave jolt, 
travelling quicker than sound, 
closely followed by 
the bolt. 
 
Not from the blue, 
but the dark, unravelling night. 
Next, the oven-heat, 
fevering to the bone, 
followed by the back-draft, 
sucking life’s tit for all it was worth. 

Main Street, Ballynahinch 
PHOTOGRAPH BOBBIE HANVEY

Poems from  
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Poems & Words by Steafán Hanvey 

Photographs by Bobbie Hanvey 
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and I didn’t, at least not until almost two decades later when I set about writing 
and recording my second long-play record, Nuclear Family. 

So, that was it, right? I was now ‘made safe’, holed-up in isolated Finland? Think 
again. In keeping with ‘lines and arguments’, my adopted homeland shares one of 
the longest land borders in Europe with its old neighbour and adversary, the 
Russian Federation. Knowing something about tightrope walking, Finnish 
peacemakers and politicians, Martti Ahtisaari and Harry Holkeri had been well 
chosen to play significant roles in the decommissioning stage of our own peace 
process.  

So, when the pandemic went global, the ubiquitous headline that we’re going 
through ‘this’ ‘together’, is far from true. My kids are back at daycare and schools 
have re-opened. Finns have taken to the terraces of their public houses and are 
sitting as close together (or as far apart!) as they have ever done.   

Casting a glance back in the direction of ‘home’, Brexit buzz and border 
configurations have been, for the time being at least, swallowed up by the Covid-
19 pandemic, a virus that doesn’t discriminate and couldn’t care less with which 
foot one kicks. In order to keep calm and carry on, many Finland-based British 
ex-pats have recently chosen to relinquish their British passports by throwing in 
their lot and becoming Finnish, in order to avoid potential bureaucratic obstacles 
that may present themselves. Needs must. 

In May, in the quiet suburban village of Mäkkylä, just outside Helsinki — a 
place I’ve called home for the last five years — a 41-year-old male who had been 
up to his neck in debt killed himself, but not before booby-trapping his front door 
to ensure maximum damage to responding emergency services. Two police officers 
were wounded. Echoes. I’ve become somewhat obsessed with Finnish car 
registration plates as they start with three seemingly innocuous, random letters and 
IRA, RUC, and UVF for obvious reasons tend to command my attention the most. 
The thrift-store chain where I hunt for a second-hand stitch, is named ‘UFF’. As I 
wrote in my poem ‘Mongrel Tongue’ (‘Between You, Be It!’) inspired by my father’s 
photograph of Seamus Heaney standing in a turf bog in Bellaghy:  

Having forgone the apple of grievance, 
a new tongue, must become a land all of its own,  
a ground for framing futures. 

Flashback to 2014, while touring my multimedia performance-lecture, Look 
Behind You! I had to go all the way to San Diego to find out what religion Rory 
McElroy was. ‘A Catholic!’ somebody from the audience offered, to which I 
replied: ‘Of course, the right answer is that it shouldn’t matter’, but for some 
reason, it still does, and to an awful lot of people. We’ve already crossed the 
Rubicon.  

Coming up to exam time as an undergraduate, one of my senior lecturers 
at UUJ, Bill Riches, used to draw my attention to The Hitchhiker’s Guide to 
the Galaxy’s mantra: ‘Don’t panic!’ I think everyone in Northern Ireland 
could take a leaf out and instead of holding its collective breath, just breathe, 
in and out, and repeat. But then again, I do live in Helsinki. g

Steafán Hanvey  
courtesy of Bobbie Hanvey
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Virus monologues

The actor Simon Callow has written that he sits in front of the mirror in his 
dressing room before a performance waiting for the virus of character to arrive. 
A playwright in most cases is the creator of this virus, which means that in a 
play the writer is carrying several viruses. Since the first day of the lockdown in 
March when I met Rosemary Jenkinson outside Boots in Donegal Place, her 
voice muffled by a scarf, at the mention of viruses of character the word became 
attached to the word ‘corona’. So that the challenge for the playwrights became 
about what kind of character would this virus assume in a monologue; and what 
feels transgressive about the monologues is in allowing the women to be bad, or 
even just not likeable.  

At the same time, recognising that all achievement is contingent on birth 
year, I have asked that each be based in their own generation. Besides the prolific 
Rosemary Jenkinson, born in the summer of love sixties; and me, born in the 
cold war fifties; five of the seven women playwrights introduced here are young 
women. Jane McCarthy and Alice Malseed, already established and distinguished 
playwrights, were born in the punk rock Aids nineteen eighties. While from the 
Lyric Young Writers programme, Gina Donnelly, also stage manager, and Sarah 
Reid, are mid-twenties; and Rose Curry is a schoolgirl. All come with Arts 
Council imprimatur.  

The words on the page here are meant to be spoken; it is Walter Benjamin who 
prompts the thought that between the living voice, and elimination which is 
what we are facing, there is only literacy.
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Don’t tell me to smile 

Gina Donnelly

I’ve been sitting in the Dentist waiting room for 20 minutes staring 
at posters for cosmetic botox and Invisalines. Thinking how the 
dentist used to be a lot simpler. ‘Open wide, say AHHH, sure 
aren’t you a brave girl? Here’s a sticker.’ My brother said they used 
to get lollipops before it was deemed counterproductive. 
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Surely the best time to eat a lollipop is after a Dentist 
appointment? So that’s what I’ve been thinking about 
for 20 minutes. Well no actually that’s what I’ve been 
thinking about for 3 minutes and trying to refocus on 
for 17.  

Because for 17 minutes Grey Coat has been 
staring at me. I’m calling him Grey Coat because it’s 
the only feature I’ve managed to discern from my 
quick side eye glance. I’m not gonna look up at him, 
I don’t need to. I know he’s staring at me. It’s a sense 
we all develop, the ability to feel someone’s stare. 
Once a stare goes unbroken for more than 20 
seconds it’s impossible not to feel it. For the physical 
sensation it gives me Grey Coat may as well be 
sitting on my fuckin lap.  

Pink Scarf, the only other person in the room 
with us, has just been called in. He doesn’t even look 
up to see her go, still staring. At what? I don’t know. 
I mean it’s not like I’m wearing… 

Fuck Me for taking any time to think what I’m 
wearing. All you really need to know is that I’m not 
sat here wearing a Mr Blobby costume or a ‘The 
End Is Nigh’ sandwich board so there’s really 
nothing worthy of a stare going on. I know he’s not 
technically doing anything wrong, he’s just sitting in 
a waiting room staring. I suppose he could be staring 
into space, bored of looking at the Invisalines. But 
he’s not. I can feel where his stare is hitting me. I can 
feel where his eyes move over me. Want to throw 
him the ‘Your Whitest Smile Ever’ pamphlet and say 

‘Put your eyes elsewhere’. 

Want to shout after Pink Scarf, 
‘Take me with you Pink Scarf! Don’t leave me 

here.’  
I wonder would she? Probably not. More likely 

she’d be terrified of the strange woman wanting to 
observe her dentistry work. Which is fair. 

Okay. Wise up. He’s not staring ‘at me’ 
necessarily, he’s just staring. Staring into space, or 
staring round him. He’s just bored of the posters. 
Maybe his phone’s dead. Maybe he hasn’t got a book 
with him. I can’t hate him for that.  

I think I’ll smile at him. Break the tension. I’ll 
smile and he’ll realise he’s been staring. He’ll be 
embarrassed for zoning out and he’ll look at 
something else. 

So I give him one of these half smiles, no teeth, 
quick eyebrow raise of acknowledgement. Not 
enough to start a conversation but enough to break 
the stare.  

Oh Jesus Christ.  
Grey Coat has decided to wink. When is a wink 

ever the one?  
Look down, look away. Smile gone. Fuck.  
If Grey Coat decided to take things further than a 

wink then in a Court of Law they would tell the Jury 
that I smiled first.  

This might sound mental but I spend a lot of 
time thinking what could be said against me in a 
Court of Law. Every time there’s a stare or a coin toss 
‘this could go one way or the other’ moment I 
imagine it.  
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monologues

I used to be waitress. We had to wear bowties and 
suspenders. Trousers were an option but skirts were 
heavily encouraged. The floor staff was 70% female. 
The Boss had a type. The suspenders were a hit with 
male customers. They would grab me by them to 
pull me back toward their table and ask me  

‘what time do you finish tonight then?’ 
Like a bad romcom. Or maybe a good porno.  
I would pull away from them and laugh it off 

because the restaurant was too busy and my bank 
account was too low.  

In a Court of Law they’d say I laughed. 
On another night a customer told me he’d ‘like to 

beat me up’ and then reassured ‘in a good way 
though’. His friends all laughed. I didn’t laugh that 
time. 

But in a Court of Law they’d call my Service with 
a Smile ‘flirtation’ and they’d remind the jury I wore 
a skirt when I could’ve worn trousers. 

You think I’m mad don’t you? Like who is this 
nutcase planning out imaginary court cases? And 
yeah point taken. But you have to think about it. 
We have to think about it because they don’t.  

One night I was walking home. Early evening, 
daylight. Which shouldn’t matter but it does. And I 
walked past this guy and I catch his eye and I smile. 
A tension breaker smile. This guy takes said smile as 
a reason to follow me home. He walks along with 
me for ages and he’s asking 

 ‘So where do you live?’  
‘What street?’   

Saying he’ll walk me home. I’m saying no I don’t 
want you to. Eventually he gets the message and 
skulks off. Well before my street. Thankfully.  

The whole time I’m thinking about my phone. 
Feeling its weight in my pocket and a little buzz to 
indicate a message. And I know that the message is a 
dirty response to a ‘I’m so wet, I can’t wait to fuck 
you tonight’ text to the guy I’m seeing.  

In a court of law they’d read out the message. The 
woman who smiles with a filthy mouth. 

And maybe Grey Coat doesn’t mean anything by 
his wink. Maybe that’s his way and those who know 
him would say 

‘Aul Grey Coat sure isn’t a wink his signature, he 
has a wink for anyone and everyone. Salt of the 
earth.’  

Maybe. 
I’m starting to relax on poor Grey Coat. I feel 

angry at myself for being angry at him. He’s been 
called in by the Dentist. Relief. I want to laugh at 
myself for being stupid.  

But as he passes he leans in, breath on my neck, 
tongue nearly in my ear and says 

‘Smile.’ 
Then the door is closed and he’s gone from the 

waiting room and probably from my life. And I’m 
fine, basically.  

In a Court of Law they’d say none of it was that 
bad. They’d say it could be worse.  

It could be worse.  
It should be a lot fucking better.
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Rebirth 

Rose Curry

Humans don’t tend to recall their birth. That first 
moment, bursting from the safe incubation of the womb; 
to cold, sterile, fluorescent chaos. Mothers raw 
transcendental powerful energy of love, the care and 
wisdom of midwives guiding your first moments of life. 
Your pure unadulterated tender consciousness, never more 
fragile, vulnerable and trusting. 

Oh lucky human, I relate to the sterile fluorescence, 
people in masks and gloves. Although, no love or care, 
just a curious desire. Probed, poked, prodded, 
mutated, replicated, separated – one consciousness 
multiplied into collective. Our creator. Though, these 
people weren’t God, just greedy humans.  

There’s lots of us in here. We’re all part of the 
same system. You’d need a microscope or access to 
the astral realm to truly see us. In our thousands, 
clones cloaked like the black night, little succubus 
soldiers. You’ll see different things though. Under a 
microscope, you’ll see our spikes, like our cousin 
SARS. You know nothing of the truth because none 
of you search. There are other motives within this. 
There are worlds you’re blind to see.  

It’s funny how many saw us coming. They didn’t 
protect you. Orange men in blonde wigs. Puppets. 
You switch on your TV and trust the soulless robots 
and the awful things they tell you every night. You 
trust your ignorant, fear filled friends and the posts 
they share on Facebook. Their blind speculations 
and self righteous proclamations of support for the 
humans truly fighting us: when they voted for the 
men who sold those brave humans down the river. 
Not that we care. That’s your problem. Not ours.  

I’m not trying to play the victim here, but I don’t 
really want to kill. It’s hard to control myself, to 
know when to stop eating away. Once you go too far 
and realise they’re on the brink, then it’s the only 
thing to do. Put the poor bastard out of their 

goddamn misery. You see, there’s a certain kind of 
logic to it – if you want to replicate, you shouldn’t 
kill them – some of us just can’t help ourselves. 
We’re greedy little things. 

We’re not the first, there’s been many versions of 
us. The Earth has its cycles. It’s been destroyed and 
rebirthed since time began. We aren’t the great threat 
to humanity. Humanity is to itself. We’re just doing 
a bit of housekeeping.  

Your lifestyle on Earth, the use and abuse of its 
resources is unsustainable. Those with real power – 
13 bloodlines you’ve probably never heard of – run 
your world – and they don’t care humanity is headed 
for destruction. They have what they need to survive 
and will happily watch those below turn to savages, 
destroying themselves and each other to survive.  

This is the direction you’re going – not Mars.  
Count your blessings in our destruction. 

Destruction is a form of creation. In our wake, you 
will create a new world, a better one, because I can’t 
tell you how badly you’ve been fucking it up. 
Depopulation is exactly what you need. Get rid of 
the weak, elderly, those too ignorant to hide from 
us. It’s natural selection. We’re doing you a fucking 
favour and maybe you should stretch from gratitude.  

But that’s not what you want to hear is it?  
Death is no punishment. It is the ultimate 

release. All you need to do to truly live – is let go of 
that fear. Fear will destroy and divide you. That’s all 
those in power want.  
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Many of you fear us to your core, primal instincts 
ensue, running, hiding. Others fight against their 
fear, ignorant rednecks believing guns can protect 
them from us. They care more about their imaginary 
sense of freedom and sovereignty than their own 
mankind. Rings true for your entire history, doesn’t 
it?  

Fear is your biggest programming in this Matrix. 
It’s inescapable. Fear each other, fear anything other, 
fear anything that doesn’t look or sound like you or 
believe the same “God” as you.  

This is your biggest test. Will you fear what you 
can’t see, hear, feel, touch? Trust only your 
governments word, as they take away every civil and 
human right you have, keep you caged in like lab 
rats. Let’s see how long before you accept it all, and 
how long you’ll keep accepting it.  

We’re just part of the constant media fear show 
you eat up year after year. Don’t get me wrong. 
We’re real. We’ll kill you. But we’re not what you 
should fear.  

We see it all. We know you had a quickie with 
your boy last week. That wasn’t very “Stay Home, 
Save Lives” of you. Who died though, right? 

Some of you are rule breakers, some of you police 
other humans so strictly you’ll burst a blood vessel. 
Shut up Karen.  

The human race is scared. Hiding in your little 
boxes. Scared of us tiny invisible soldiers.  
Don’t fear death, if you have divine love. Death is 
rebirth. Your return to what you truly are. Death is 
your freedom. Death is your return home.  
Don’t fear, it’s what the succubus feed off. Be strong. 
Spend your time inside your box, healing and 
enlightening. Emerge evolved, having seen society 
dismantled and destroyed, realising your world 
before was never much of a good world at all. More 
of a mindlessly over stimulated game of despair you 
played day after day, knowing you alone hadn’t the 
power to transform it. 

Now it’s all gone.  
You have the power to create everything and 

anything you want your life and world to be. Stand 
up, believe, change. As Mother Earth heals, so do 
those meant to stay on this realm to carry out good, 
whilst we pick off those souls whose time here is up. 
They’re still with you, your loved ones passed, they 
will guide you in the right way. Close your eyes, 
breathe, listen.  

You must use your isolation to change and heal 
yourself so you can change and heal the world. I 
know what we’re doing and where we’re going. All 
we can do is replicate, destroy, kill until you 
outsmart us. So I thought I’d let you know the 
bigger picture when all you see everyday is death 
tolls and protests.  

Our power over you is in your hands. Do you 
fear and stress? Do you run and hide? Do you 
sanitise anything and everything you come in 
contact with? If this anxiety has overtaken your life, 
then you, dear human, are what needs scrubbed 
clean of the darkness eating at your soul. The fear 
you’ve been conditioned to your entire life. You fear 
us because you’ve been taught to fear death. You’ve 
been taught there’s a black and white, good and bad, 
heaven and hell. That judgment on your soul will be 
passed and there’s a fiery pit of torture waiting if you 
don’t say please and thank you. God forbid me and 
my brothers are the ones who drag you to the scales 
of justice. It doesn’t matter which way you go, all 
your souls will be treated the same. You believe in 
your hierarchies, rules and arbitrary human 
constructs so deeply, you forget your true core self. 
You don’t have to fear us or the gleaming white 
staircase or the fiery descent to eternal damnation. 
Fear nothing. Be fearless and if we’re the ones who 
outrun your personal mortality, don’t hold a grudge, 
don’t kick or scream. Be fearless, for it has always 
been written in the stars, we are only bringing you 
home.  
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The pandemic is online 

Alice Malseed

1. There is a party. A real one. 

The Weekend before the World ended Changed.  
3 or 4 or 5am; doesn’t matter, does it? We are 

acknowledging that the world is changing. We are 
leaning into it by dancing. 

The party is in a decrepit warehouse on the wrong 
side of the river.  

A Holiday Inn© for Rats & Pigeons.  
A little hexagonal room in the back becomes our den 

for smoking, snorting, falling over. Otherwise, a 
dance floor – a big concrete desolate thing.  

A den for inebriation and recalibration and imbalance 
and sheer pure living.  

I climb to a damp wooden mezzanine, with a huge 
window where I sit on the ledge and let my legs 
dangle down. Crack crank the window open and  

All there is in below me is river. Deep and alive and 
thrashing and flowing.  

I could fall in there. 
I would actually do that 

That would be the most alive thing I could do. 
I should do that.  

I will do that.  
I will do that now.  

I will be fresh and raw and fierce for a micro-
millisecond until I die of the cold or the rush flush 
splash of the fast-flowing water. 

ALL I WANT IS TO FEEL ALIVE. ALL WE EVER WANTED WAS LIFE.  
ALL THE POTENTIAL AND POSSIBILITY OF IT IS AN ELIXIR FOR 

OUR ELECTRODES.  
To live, to live, to live. 

So, I don’t do that. Don’t jump. 

I go downstairs and hug mates and dance and love 
and when it is 6am I get a taxi home and then…. 

2. The Pandemic is Online. 

ROLLING NEWS: 220 new updates. 
A spike, a curve, which needs flattened. 
Daily death figures.  
‘Whoops! We forgot to count the care 
home deaths’.  
Wash your hands to the time it takes to 
sing happy birthday (twice). 

5pm press conference with a Gin and Tonic.  
Refresh, refresh, refresh.  
As a nation we no longer sleep. 

ZOOM: I just need to jump into a call.  
You need to un-mute yourself.  
I can’t quite hear you.  
Yes, great, I can see you now. 

Ok. Bye.  
I always forget how to leave these things. Is this it? 

Sorry, Ok. B….. 

TWITTER©:  @hottakes 
                      @subtweets 
                      @armchairvirologists 
                      @memes 
       Then, 
                      @blacklivesmatter 

The cancellation of JK Rowling and Slave Traders. 

OnlyFans:    HIM:  Send nudes? 
                      HER:  If you pay for them. 
                      HIM:  Nah. 
                      HER:  They’re 20% off for next 5 days. 
                      HIM:  OK. 

TikTok©:     Teenagers dancing to pop songs. 
                      (and 37,000 tadpoles in Derry Omagh) 

INSTAGRAM™:  
@influencers  
@homeWODs 
@bananabread 
@apictureofBillClintonholdingyourtop5albums 
@connellschain 

        @VolunteeringataSoupKitchenandSharingAPhoto 
        OfMeThere 
        @DonateaFivertoaCharityRanbyRichardBranson  
#thisalonewillsaveus #blessed   
      @thenBransonAsksForGovernmentMoneyto 
        BailOutHisAirline 
        @ShitWeveReallyFuckedItNow 
#thisalonewontsaveus #blessed 

(I wish I was out there LIVING and GETTING DINNER IN A 
RESTAURANT or going to a beach without MY NEIGHBOURS 
TELLING THE POLICE). 
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BUT THEN……………….. 

@CaptainTomWalksAroundHisGarden 

3. The pandemic is alive amidst  
a hazy smoke screen. 

OR - We have so much information but can’t find the 
truth. 

An ancient genuine looking man walks at tortoise 
speed up and down his garden.  
He does this to raise money for a thing which isn’t a 
charity, but that the government want to make us 
think is one, so that we think we have to pay for it 
ourselves. 

We’re so close to being had.  
We’ve been had. 
They’re good at this, the Tories. 
The smoke and mirrors they use make us gawp and 
gasp and trick ourselves  
And be so scared for of each other. Obscene. 

The 5g towers get set on fire.  
The pandemic started…. 

with a bat in China (???). 
when the US Army travelled to China for military 
games in October 2019.  

It was man-made by the Chinese, by Trump.  
The virus spread by…. 

a petrol pump at Forest Side. 
a kid from Newry who brought it back from a 
ski trip in Italy. 
WineMark on Ormeau Road. 
lack of preparation from the UK government.  
lack of foresight, arrogance, imperialism and 
underfunding the health service.  

BUT WHAT ABOUT THE CURVE, IS IT FLAT YET? 

4. I wish 

I wish I could be in a room with friends and strangers 
and beer and stickiness spilt on the floor while we 
danced to house TECHNO DISCO. I wish I could hug 
my mates as they come close to speak, while I smell 
their CIGARETTE PIZZA BREATH.  

We wish we could go to our Mum and Dad’s house 
for dinner.  
They’d offer us a drink and then quickly say we 
couldn’t have one because we are driving.  
NOTE: The debate whether you’re allowed ‘even just 
a small one?’. 

We wish we could go to our friend’s houses in the 
afternoon and drink coffee and bitch about the many 
things we’re doing.   

We wish we were on holiday.  

WE HAVE SO MUCH NOSTALGIA FOR A DECADE 
AGO WHEN WE WERE FULL OF HOPE. 

I WISH we wish I WAS we were doing things, so many 
things.  

5. And then we can – sort of. 
The Executive say we can meet six people in a park or 
garden (but not everyone has one of those FFS!) if we 

sit at a two-metre distance. 

THEY ARE MAKING IT UP AS THEY GO ALONG. 
Lockdown is broken. Cummings broke it.   

We meet 6 people, and they invite 6 people, so 
suddenly somehow there is 15 of us and a sausage-
dog and a barbecue and beers and burgers and 
GINS-IN-TINS. 

We all have to piss in the bushes.  
And the police come, 

But our privilege protects us.  

I am made 16 again by the virus government when in 
truth I am 32. 

6. During the Covid-19 Crisis of 2020… 

a) So much has happened.  
b) Nothing has happened.  
c) Everything has happened but nothing good has 
happened.  
d) I’m not sure.  

Any further comments? 

We have been lied to since we were born 11. Clinton 
lied. Adams lied. Bush lied. Blair lied. Brown lied. Nick 
Clegg lied. Cameron lied. Boris lied. Cummings lied. 
Foster lied. Things did not get better. Things got a 
whole lot worse. 

‘The apocalypse is a lot more boring than I thought  
it would be’ 

– woman on street, Belfast, 2020. 

7. Elon Musk (because there is still  
only one sky). 

30.05.20 

Elon Musk’s rocket is launching tonight, from Florida.  
We’ll be able to see it in Belfast, if it isn’t too cloudy.  

8. We must wash our hands.  
Amongst ALL THIS nothing,  
It becomes easy to forget that we are dealing with a 
virus.  
One that kills people.  
BUT let’s clap for the NHS.  
That’ll kill it, the virus I mean.

x
x
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The Daily Leopard 

Anne Devlin

Oh how the mighty have fallen. I headed into the Queen of Heaven 
and there she lay, where they told me I would find her. The hair hadn’t 
seen a wash or brush in a long while. The room smelt like her things. 
Winnie if you could see yourself. The woman who turned heads on 
the red carpet. The apple of the daddy’s eye.

Didn’t know how to speak to people. Blew hot or 
cold, nothing in between. Always talked down to you.  

Never ring the bell twice, she said to me, the 
voice rising to the roof. Ring once and wait ten 
minutes. Where did she get that voice?  

She thought she was better than we were. 
Going into company like that – all the good it 

did her. 
I envied her the access she had, the way she’d 

look around the place and say: jacaranda trees and 
orange blossom. The Arab garden. Spain. I feel 
blessed. 

Who talks like that? 
One day I followed her round a store; only the 

best. I said to her: you get those holidays and you 
shop here?  

She just laughed. 
No more Arab Gardens for you my girl you’re 

with the cohorts of heaven now. 
The day I called, there was a tremendous smell in 

her room – like milk going off – it was heavy and 
then she noticed tiny black dots falling onto the 
carpet from the polished green leaves of the money 
plant. Even as she looked at them the dots would 
swell up, double, treble in size, and crawl not fly. 
And the leopard which sat by the window would 
turn black, until all the spots fell off onto the floor, 
showing patches of glossy yellow. I’m not a 
superstitious person, she said, but this is bad. I 
handed her a leopard print scarf to cover her face , 

while she vacuumed up the dots and opened the 
window. 

I first saw her in the sixties. I was sent to keep an 
eye. After the protests she seemed to go quiet. She 
didn’t go to anymore meetings; she didn’t appear to 
be talking to anyone. Well we opened her letters to 
the boyfriend. What are they talking about? I 
thought, love letters? Something salacious ? Porn? 
Not a chance. Poems. FUCKING POETRY. I was 
handed a booklist. Try to keep up. Then I had a 
stroke of luck and got onto her course at uni; 
painted the chairs at the Dram Soc; moved in the 
same social circle and into the apartment.  

L’imagination prend le pouvoir on the living room 
wall. I had no idea what that meant. 

The boyfriend was French. Jean Claude. A 
philosopher.  

Never mind the French – I didn’t understand the 
English. 

Characterise – function of the dysfunction! Table 
talk, every bloody meal.   

She pointed at me: Patsy’s a functionary of the 
disfunction. Everybody laughed.  

Hypocrites. Actors.  
Her favourite film? Les Enfants du Paradis. Well 

it wouldn’t be Rocky or Rambo. 
Next thing she runs off to the country with 

another actor, and brings up her kids, until the boys 
upstairs put an old fellow at the corner of her field. 
First night in the village on a jaunt round to the 
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kitchen for a welcome drink, what do you do? She 
asks the newcomer. 

I was a police marksman. 
She was out of that village like a bat out of hell.  

Talk about guilty conscience. 
Les Enfants du Pandemonium more like. 
Next thing she’s moved to the city, finds a posh 

school for the kids. We found it. Put the screws on. 
Then the parents race she’s half way round when our 
lad starts donning the paraphernalia, beret, medals, 
sword. We had a laugh.  

They moved again, back home, where they 
belong. Uppity. Too good for a nine to five. That 
put her back in time with the rest of us. 

She’s been in a fever all her life – but she’s cured 
now.  

You lost Winnie. 
From the old park gate I can see mourners have 

gathered at the edges of the street near the funeral 
home; red brick and parched cherry blossom; in 
ones, and twos, pale blue and navy uniforms from 
the home, but those others, loitering, trying not to 
look like a crowd. Some of her friends, maybe. Keep 
an eye out. 

The thing I hated about that crowd; what did we 
call them at the BBC? POETS: Piss Off Early 
Tomorrow’s Saturday; you never saw them before 
ten o’clock. Laughing? I got up close, to hear what 
they were laughing at. Get a few snaps. 

She said: The harvest was so poor on the island this 
year that the crows had to get down on their knees to 
eat it.   

No kill fee my editor says. I’d do this for free. 
We had a picture of her on file, down at the 

water’s edge, four swans, and her hair as white as the 
birds on the water. She had locks as black as coal 
once. They tried to claim it was us; but I counted 
the bottles she sank. I hadn’t seen her for a while, 
when the photo was taken. I passed that spot after 
the funeral and sure enough down by the water’s 
edge was a woman with four swans, and a head of 
white hair. Impossible. I just clapped her coffin past. 
Then I heard laughter, so I turned back to look; but 
there were only swans. This place works with fewer 
people.  

Wind tumbled blossom, the broken glass of a 
telephone kiosk, past the wall of the empty football 
stadium, new graffiti: Fuck the cops; Fuck Borris ! 
The little pricks can’t even spell. Bees are flying at 
knee level. A clapping sound behind, like wood 
being slapped on water, a swan lifts off, coming 
straight for me, I  duck.  

Oi! You don’t have the run of the place. You wait 
until we put it about it’s the swans that have the 
virus. 
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Remember last summer on the boat? We drifted so 
far out even the gulls couldn’t reach us and you were 
afraid to swim. So you stayed on deck, your knees 
pressed together like a schoolboy. I could see the line 
of sunkissed skin on your legs. I can still see it. It faded 
to a sickly yellow. 

You wouldn’t swim. This – all of this – it 
reminds me of that time. The separation and the 
waiting, the clock ticking like slapping waves against 
the rim, us growing further apart and you too afraid 
to swim with me. 

You have always been afraid of being 
swallowed by darkness. How many times did I 
rouse you from sweated sleep, or check a noise, 
or show you the safety of a closed, hard 
embrace? 

We stayed all day on that boat, long into 
evening. Time seemed to stretch out for us, it 
broke physics for us, the world kept turning far 
away and we perched together, clinging to our raft 
and to each other, watching it. 

I know I made you afraid. Love is like that. 
Perpetual. Visceral. Surging. It rushes through our 
veins and flushes us out, leaving blades instead of 
blood. Something alive. Like pinpricks under our 
skin. You said it didn’t have to be like that. I don’t 
agree. 

I expected so much from you. So much more 
than this, at least. You were like a child, 
embryonic, slouched in simplicity. I brought you 
blinking into the world. And the world isn’t 
always perfect. It isn’t always a sun baked boat 

Epistolary at the end of 
summer 

Jane McCarthy

Darling. It’s a beautiful morning here, the light is bursting in. It 
laid itself on my closed lids and brought me out of darkness, 
from the heady swell of sleep. I woke up thinking of you. I even 
reached out to you. I know you asked me not to call.
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ride. Sometimes it’s hard. Sometimes it’s chaos. I 
know things and understand things and see things 
you wouldn’t ever understand. And you. Don’t 
forget how I painted you with a look, each line of 
your face in false beauty and every curve of your 
body with a grace that isn’t there. No-one will 
ever see you that way. The way I have. Naked and 
vulnerable and waiting. Who else would notice 
the slightest shift in your colour, the flushed 
cheeks when you’re ashamed, the naked, nervous 
quiet of your wide open soul? 
This is about the last time, isn’t it? That’s why 
you’re doing this to us. You know how I am. I get 
carried away. But you talk about me like I’m a 
poison. Our time together like it was a mistake. 
Something to be eradicated, destroyed, vanished, 
obliterated. As though we never happened. That’s 
cruel. You act like I’ve wronged you simply by 
being myself. What about you? Have I ever held 
you against you? Have I ever spurned or scorned 
or scalded you for the sewer sinking insect that 
you are? The disappointing nothing of you? 
I didn’t mean that. 
Why don’t you call me back? We can talk about all 
of this. The bed is too big without you, darling. I 
can stretch out every limb and still not reach the 
edges. And yet I’ve never felt so boxed in, so 
trapped, so strangled. How about you? How are 
you feeling? 
You know what your problem is? You can’t 
remember the boat. You don’t want to. Try to. 
Just try. Think of those glorifying times when 
you let me worship you and come back to me. 
Think of our perfect day. The sun settling on 
our skin, the slick film of sweat between our 
pressed hands. The heat and sound and fading 
light bronzing into evening. It didn’t matter 
what we didn’t have. 
You won’t think of it, will you? You refuse. You’ve 
turned it into something else like you always do. It 
was a cold day, wasn’t it? And the gulls were 

pestering you. You shivered and the wind scorched 
you and I tried to drown you. If you can even 
remember the boat. You only seem to want to think 
about that last time together. You think about 
violence, don’t you? Clenched, taut, tearing, searing, 
violence. That’s all you think of. Why do you have 
to focus on the negatives? 
Well. I’m not going anywhere. I told you. I’m all in, 
roots and claws and teeth if I have to. That’s just 
who I am. 
Anyway. I’m all there is. They won’t want to be 
around you anymore. You’ll make them afraid. 
So what? 
You don’t need them. 
We make too much of company. Other people 
are like dead flesh. Connected to us by a twist of 
veins and tissue and tendons. We only think we 
need them. Cut them off. That’s what I’ll do for 
you. I’ll cut them all off from you like dead 
fingers, slice them clean away. 
God, I miss you. 
But you’re infuriating. What I’ve put up with. I 
should be thanked, medalled, adorned. I’ve taken 
you into my palm, closer than souls, closer than 
skin, better than best, I’ve brought you in. I should 
be praised. I should be loved. 
I never needed you anyway. I’ve already moved on. 
This is just out of pity really, I feel sorry for you. 
You were a time passer, a seat filler. I was keeping 
myself occupied before the next vocation. 
I didn’t mean that either. 
I’m just hurt. You think you were better off. I 
know that. I saw it last time we spoke. The slither 
of red in your eyes and your unhappy mouth. You 
thought I couldn’t hear you. You weren’t just 
afraid of me. You hated me. You called me names. 
I saw them in your breath. Evil. Loathsome. 
Cruel. Sick. Viper. Monster. Devil. 
But you’re the sick one. It’s okay. It will all be 
okay. I forgive you for not wanting to swim with 
me. Will you forgive me?
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Kim’s Corona Love 

Rosemary Jenkinson

Kim  Ten weeks – ten weeks under lockdown! How I 
long for a touch, or a kiss, and not just a smile across an 
aisle in Tesco’s. 

On January 1st 2020, I wrote down under New 
Year’s Resolutions, ‘Travel and Sex’. Oh, the irony of 
it. Travel and sex. You’d almost think coronavirus 
developed in China at that very moment, just to put 
the moral skids on me. Serves me right for not getting 
on with it in the early part of the year but I had a bad 
dose of the flu (the regular sort, not the turbo-
charged) and I was distracted by troubles with the 
school principal over a minor misdemeanor. I mean, 
who hasn’t launched a marker pen at a fourteen-year-
old rip? Yeah, I know I should have kept the lid on 
and it looked like I’d put a red bindi in the centre of 
his forehead and near put his eye out, but I was 
provoked. The wee fucker was making lascivious 
comments to one of the girls, so I was merely striking 
a blow for feminism, though I know striking of any 
sort whether by marker or not is against the rules.  

Anyway, before I knew it social distancing had 
come into vogue and my Easter flights to Greece had 
been zapped. Thank God for the internet – that’s how 
I reunited with Owen. Through him checking up on 
me on Facebook.  

Owen is a guy I used to share a house with about 
fifteen years ago. He had blue eyes that teased the life 
out of you with their mischief. At the time, he had a 
girlfriend so I didn’t go there, but now I’m yearning 
and burning with my own inner fever. So, we hatch a 
plan of how to meet and beat the curfew.  

First, we make sure we self-isolate for seven days to 
reduce infecting each other. Next, I ask my care 
worker friend to leave one of her tunics at my front 
door. Then I forge a letter claiming I’m a key worker. 

Finally, I wait till evening to go out in my car. The 

engine roars like some apocalyptic beast. I haven’t 
been outside in so long the fresh air rocks me, makes 
my head spin. It’s strange to feel movement again after 
my life’s been so static and the houses whirl past me. 
But there’s something more about this moment, 
something that tells me I’ve been waiting for this my 
whole life. You see, I was born before the bombs and 
bullets came, in the summer of love in ’67, the era of 
hippy dreams at Woodstock (the USA, not East 
Belfast). You see, I was born a child of free love and 
this moment is my apotheosis. 

I weave through the back streets, bouncing over 
speed bumps, foot flat to the floor to avoid the peelers 
who are out every night on the Newtownards Road, 
trying to stop us from spreading the virus, from killing 
each other like in the bad old days of the Troubles, 
only this time we’re killing out of love, not hate. The 
evening sun keeps splitting through gaps between the 
houses as I pass like it’s marking out a signal. 

I pull up outside Owen’s. The street is quiet, except 
for the rustle of blinds through open windows, but 
I’m wearing my nurse’s garb so no one will think 
twice.  

Owen opens the door into the hall and we hug like 
we’ve been marooned on our own islands for years, 
then we kiss and kiss and kiss to make up for each 
hour of isolation, each year I haven’t seen him. 

‘Want a drink, Kim?’ 
I follow him into the kitchen where he pours me 

some Big Cox cider. 
‘Ooh, promises, promises,’ I smile and he laughs. 
‘Want to go upstairs?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
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We go up to his bedroom. He tries to take off my 
tunic but it’s caught round my neck, half-strangling 
me, and it feels like I’m being punished for my lie. 
Fake news, fake nurse. We decide it’s easier to take our 
own clothes off. It’s hard to make sex as smoothly 
choreographed as the movies. 

He puts on some music – ‘Fever’ by Peggy Lee. We 
melt into bed into a hot, summer-night sweat, and his 
lips lock down on me, his touch so dangerous and 
wicked and wrong and transgressive, crossing 
boundaries, defying the limits set on us, giving two 
fingers to floppy-haired Boris and his laws. 

It’s night when we finally move apart. I get dressed 
and promise I’ll see him again once the lockdowns are 
lifted though we can see no end to it as yet. 

I get into my car and drive through empty roads. 
An ambulance screams past with yet another viral 
victim. Some of the streetlights are flickering like 
they’re casting strobe lights, like the sky is ready to 
party. 

Whoooo-wooo-wooo. Shit! Oh, no, it’s a cop car 
and I pull over to the side, lower my window. A he-

cop gets out, swaggers over wide-legged, all rolling 
shoulders like a pitbull. And I’m near bricking it 
because I’m the worst liar in the world. 

‘Hello there. So where are you off to?’ he asks, 
before clocking my tunic. 

‘Oh, just heading home. I was delivering some 
urgent medicine to a patient of mine,’ and in some 
roundybouty way I’m almost telling the truth. 

‘Fair play to you. I salute you nurses. But you 
wouldn’t believe the chancers out roving around, 
sneaking off to house parties. Wee skitters.’ 

‘Wee skitters is right. Okay, better go.’ and I’ve 
already the foot on the accelerator and off I blaze, 
leaving him in my wake before he can even say ‘safe 
home’. 

My pulse is pounding. Sure they give out thousand 
pound fines to anyone out after dark.  

On I drive, heading home past the church steeples 
standing up like heartbeats in a cardiogram, past the 
smooth blackness of the hills, and past the silent 
houses. 
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A Toxic Lover 

Sarah Reid

You came into the room and I wanted to kiss you. That scent, that 
aftershave, that taste of your mouth. You came into my bed and I 
almost drown in indulgence. Holding me so tightly I convinced 
myself that I couldn’t live without you. And when you inserted 
your fingers deep inside me, I had no choice but to let go and got 
lost in pleasure of it all. 

He climbed off me and reached for his phone. Who 
are you talking to? His eyes lift from his phone to the 
door then to me. What’s with all the questions? A 
familiar feeling rises the 
surface of my skin. My 
heart started to beat loud 
in my ears. It’s 3am so I 
am just wondering who 
would be texting you at 
this time. He said 
nothing. I was holding my 
breath waiting for an 
answer. My chest started 
to inflate; my stomach is 
knotting and twisting 
deep in my core. It’s 
nobody. Just go to sleep.  

Something isn’t right. 
I watched him get up 
and go to towards the 
bathroom, leaving his 
phone. Why was he being so weird about me asking 
a simple question? Who was he talking to? Is he 
hiding something? My mind began to race. Check 
the phone. Check the phone. You have exactly 
nought point two seconds to see. Go, quick before 
he comes back. I started to sweat profusely. Oh god. 
No. I can’t. But I should? Fuck. No. What if there’s a 
picture? Fuck. Why are my hands so sweaty. What 
the fuck. What if I had a quick look. No. Wait. 
What if he sent the picture? What if it was before we 

had sex? Or during? No Wait. I would have seen it 
then. Ok just look. But what if I get sweat on his 
phone? Shit. What if he knows I checked because of 

my sweaty fingerprints? Oh 
God. Is it just me or is it 
really hot in here. What.. 
the.. I need to open a 
window. Aw shit. He is 
coming back. What do I 
say? Do I just pretend to 
sleep? I am breathing way 
too fucking heavy to be 
relaxed enough to be 
asleep. Shit. Just go and 
open the window. Cool 
down. It’ll be fine.  

Did you touch my 
phone? My body just froze. 
My heart beat ringing in 
my ears. He knows. He 
knows I fucking looked. 

Wait a minute. Did I? Did I touch the phone. No. I 
would have remembered. Or would I? It’s so fucking 
warm. I can see him waiting on an answer. But my 
mouth is so dry, my armpits are sweating. Are you 
texting HER? Her. Natalie, six-foot, perky boobs, 
soft blonde bouncy curls receptionist in his office. 
Her. Who sends little x’s and cute emojis in their 
messages. Her. Who brought my boyfriend home 
drunk after their work night out, to which I later 
found they shagged each other. Her. I was trying to 
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catch my breath but my body felt so hot, as if I was 
about to combust into fire and burn our whole 
apartment down. But I held my ground. I couldn’t 
move due the overwhelming sensation of burning 
above but I tried to look intentionally strong willed.  

It’s just about work stuff. He. Did. Not. Just give 
me that response. Are you fucking serious? We have 
just had sex and you are fucking texting her? Get the 
fuck out of my sight. At this point I was right up 
close and personal. I have literally no memory of 
how I got from the window to here. As if I left my 
body and pushed the old me forward and then I 
climbed right back in. I want to hit him so bad for 
bringing this back into our bed. His lies cut me so 
deep that the wounds fester and swell. And that 
smell lingers for days. Calm down? CALM DOWN. 
Do not fucking tell me to calm down. This is you, 
typical you. Playing on my heart strings, messing 
with my head, making me question myself, is it me? 
Have I done something? Is it her that you want? 
Why do you keep going back to her?  

I am going to go. He says. There’s no talking to 
you in this state. He says. He leans over and tries to 
kiss my forehead. Is he serious? The attention seeker 
strikes back. I spent the next three hours obsessively 
checking my phone, rapid pacing the kitchen tiles. 

He is with her. I fucking know it. He doesn’t care 
about me or my fucking feelings. I went to the 
kitchen, opened the cupboard right above the cooker 
and downed the last of the vodka. OK you want her. 
Fine. I am done. Yeah, Yeah that’s right I am fucking 
going. Fuck it. I ran straight back into the bedroom 
and started packing. My arms were swinging, 
throwing, slamming, What I was packing I have no 
idea, I zoned out, filled with rage and hatred, my 
heart was breaking, I wanted to leave I wanted to get 
out.  

I lay there, drowning in vodka and heart break, 
for what felt like hours. The silence of the apartment 
deafening. My tears rolled onto the floor. I wanted 
to die right there. I wanted to close my eyes and just 
let God take me peacefully in my sleep. I listened to 
the sound of my heart beating off the wooden floor, 
my chest pressed against it. God? Are you there 
God? Listen God, if you can hear me, hell if you can 
even understand me. I am broken and I am beat. I 
am done God. I have nothing left in me, God. He 
makes me weak God. I cannot breathe. He has left 
me with his disease ridden dick. He is dangerous 
and deceitful God. Six months in my life and he has 
me wanting to die. Please God. Please. Just let me 
die. 
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It is particularly relevant to review this well-researched 
biography of Kevin Boyle in a collection to mark the 
50th Anniversary of Fortnight. Mike Chinoy makes 
clear his admiration for and long friendship with 
Kevin, which enables him to capture well what a 
likeable, engaging and modest person, full of 
intellectual enthusiasm, Kevin was. He also captures 
the important role Kevin’s wife, Joan, played in his life, 
as Nick and I saw during many enjoyable weekends 
together in Geneva. 

Having graduated in law from Queen’s University, 
and studied for a year in Cambridge, Kevin returned 
to teach there. Chinoy describes well how Kevin 
deepened his involvement in human rights from the 
establishment of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights 
Association (NICRA), to joining the People’s 
Democracy with Michael Farrell, Bernadette Devlin 
and others, and engaging actively in demonstrations 
and protests. There is a detailed account of the lead-
up to the ambush at Burntollet Bridge in January 
1969 with Kevin leading the march to Guild Hall 
Square in Derry. I remember Kevin talking 
passionately about that whole time, and what it meant 
to his understanding of the importance of the struggle 
for human rights. 

Chinoy describes the establishment of Fortnight by 
Tom Hadden, to which Kevin was a regular 
contributor, and the intellectual partnership which 
developed, benefitting from their very different 
backgrounds. There is a fascinating account of the role 
Hadden and Boyle played in the thinking of the New 
Ireland Forum which Garret Fitzgerald established in 
1983, and of which I was a Labour Party alternate 

member. Credit is also given to the role Hadden and 
Boyle played through their joint submission to the 
Opsahl Commission Report in June 1993, based on a 
recognition that membership of both parts of Ireland 
in the European Union opened up new ways to think 
about identity, what can be shared and what is 
common between the two islands and their people. 
Their ideas were further elaborated in the jointly 
written ‘Northern Ireland: The Choice’, and in their 
submission to the Forum for Peace and Reconciliation 
in November 1995. Ultimately their ideas informed 
the Bill of Rights elements in the Good Friday 
Agreement in April 1998. 

Kevin and I became friends initially in the late ‘70s 
as lawyers taking cases to the European Commission 
and Court of Human Rights, where we also had a 
strong mutual friend, Michael O’Boyle, who worked 
in the legal secretariat of the commission. I was 
enthusiastic when Kevin told me he wanted to 
establish a human rights centre in the law department 
of University College Galway where he was lecturing. 
This would be a first in Ireland, and was a courageous 
initiative which I was very happy to endorse. 

During my five years as UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights I was fortunate to be served by 
three exceptional special advisors. The first, Bride 
Rosney, had worked as my Special Advisor during the 
seven years of my presidency, and came at considerable 
personal sacrifice to help me make the adjustment to 
the small (by UN standards) and under-funded Office 
during the first 11 months. The second, Ronan 
Murphy, had served as Ambassador of Ireland to a 
number of countries, including The Russian 
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Federation, and he was with me to the end of the four-
year term. He was with me when I served as Secretary 
General of the World Conference Against Racism in 
Durban, South Africa, which ended three days before 
the terrible attacks of 9/11. 

Knowing that Ronan would not be able to serve 
for the extra year that I had agreed to with Kofi 
Annan, because of the extraordinary appeal by human 
rights defenders worldwide that I stay on, I needed a 
new special advisor for my final year. I still recall how 
enthusiastically Kevin jumped at the offer, and neither 
of us had any idea that our year together would begin 
on 9/11! 

I give full credit to Kevin for the role he played as 
my Special Advisor during that difficult year, but I did 
feel slight irritation at the sense conveyed by Chinoy 
that I was at times just a formal mouthpiece for Kevin’s 
brilliant speeches! There were a significant number of 
other fine human rights officers, before and during 
Kevin’s year, from whom I had learned a great deal and 
speeches tended to be collaborative efforts between us. 
Also, with four years’ experience already as UN High 
Commissioner, I knew the importance of speaking 
truth to power, particularly to the United States which 
was failing to uphold its standards under International 
Human Rights Law. I know that Chinoy would like 
me to correct a small factual error at the end of that 
chapter, for which he has apologised to me. It was 
Mary Lawlor, then head of Amnesty International in 

Ireland, and not Kevin, who gave me the signed copy 
of ‘From the Republic of Conscience’. My reason for 
reading it out in the cathedral in Geneva on the first 
anniversary of 9/11, was to remind myself that 
although I would no longer serve as High 
Commissioner the next day, I had to continue to work 
as an ambassador of conscience. 

Kevin was disappointed not to obtain the mandate 
as ‘Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion and 
Belief ’, but he, too, continued to find innovative ways 
to further the agenda of international human rights. I 
was very grateful to Kevin for his trojan work in 
assembling and editing a collection of the speeches I 
had given over the five years, as an insight into part of 
the work of the High Commissioner, under the title 
‘A Vision for Human Rights’. 

It was great to see the way Kevin invigorated the 
Minority Rights Group once he joined its Board, and 
his work there was another example of his capacity to 
draw on earlier experience of bringing cases to the 
Commission and Court of Human Rights. I was glad 
to read of Kevin’s contribution to the important 
conference in Queen’s University during 2008 on 
‘1968: Civil Rights – Then and Now’, as it speaks to 
the importance and timeliness of this 50th 
Anniversary of Fortnight itself. Kevin well deserved 
his festschrift entitled ‘Strategic Visions for Human 
Rights’ and also this detailed biography of his life’s 
work.

Often writers light on the same idea or 
type at the same time. I had thought I was 
clever coming up with a character called 
Terry Brankin. Brankin was, I thought, a 
decent, likeable chap who was capable of 
murder, who had committed appalling 
atrocities in his past. And the idea of the 
flawed anti-hero, the good bad guy – or a 
bad good guy – is common enough in the 

thriller and crime novel. Still, there is suddenly a rash 
of them in Northern Irish fiction. 

Anna Burns’s Milkman is the most sinister of them. 
Richard O’Rawe’s creation Ructions O’Hare is the 
most likeable and perhaps my own Terry Brankin is 
the one best able to put a bullet in another man’s head, 
though he’ll only do it if he has to. 

New Troubles novels 
One of the authors, Malachi O’Doherty, 
relects on the popularity of troubles-
related thrillers 
 

Anna Burns Milkman  
Faber  2018 
Richard O’Rawe Northern Heist 
Merrion 2018 
Henry McDonald Two Souls  
Merrion 2019 
Malachi O’Doherty Terry Brankin Has  
A Gun Merrion 2020
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What these characters have in 
common is that they are strategically 
brilliant. Milkman and O’Hare take 
this further into tactical manipulation 
of others. They are psychologically 
gifted. They know how to use people. 
The one you most wouldn’t want to 
meet is Milkman. 

Anna Burns has created a world 
which is wholly mad and which only Milkman can 
negotiate to his advantage. In such a world, his 
madness is sanity, or at least competence, survivability. 
This flips the relation between the psychopath and the 
ordinary people getting by. They are so fully 
conditioned by his vision that he is the standard of 
maturity and self-control. And he stalks the woman 
who tells the story, makes her feel that she is entirely 
at his mercy, even as he rarely appears in her 
life and on the page. 

The world of Ructions O’Hare in 
Richard O’Rawe’s Northern Heist is a 
Northern Ireland recovering from the 
Troubles period. There are still gruff 
paramilitaries about the place. There are 
paedophiles and fretful peelers. But there is 
also now organised crime. And Ructions 
demonstrates that the criminal is merely 
practical, not idealistic and capable of a little 
compassion when he has time to spare for it. Terry 
Brankin is the only one of these men who would 
rather live an uncomplicated life, making a living as a 

solicitor and property developer, 
though he brings the insights gained 
from his experience as a paramilitary 
into his work and it expresses itself as 
cynicism. 

The obvious source of all these 
characters is the Troubles. These are 
all post-Troubles novels. As is Henry 
McDonald’s Two Souls. It is also 
published by Merrion and maybe we 

should talk of a Merrion School, a clutch of male 
writers producing dark stories from the past and 
tricking us into empathising with evil people. Another 
thing these Merrion writers have in common is that 
they all started in non-fiction or journalism. We all 
published memoir and political analysis and all then 
turned to fiction. Henry McDonald has been for years 
a correspondent for the Guardian. O’Rawe’s first 
books drew on his past in prison and retold the period 
of the hunger strikes. 

Historian Aaron Edwards and others are going the 
same way, as if having discovered that merely telling 
what you know doesn’t cut it; you have to make stuff 
up to get closer to the truth. Henry McDonald thinks 
the evolution is natural. ‘Journalists are magpies who 
pick up and pilfer the shiny bright things they come 
across: the zinger quote from a politician; the poignant 

few words of a person mourning a loved 
one; the memorable image that sums up 
incidents of horror or human endurance 
and the sights, the sounds, the smells that 
you know will transport the reader or 
viewer to where you have just been. All this 
is perfect training for the wannabe novelist.’ 

Richard O’Rawe sees specific rewards in 
fiction. ‘When you create fictional 
characters, for example, you are their God 
and you own and determine their literary 

lives. That generates a special bond.’ He says, ‘I love 
Ructions!’ Anna Burns speaks of her work as if it 
writes itself. She says she is making no comment on 
the Troubles but finding her way through the integrity 
of the story making process. I don’t claim to have 
created a character as fascinating as Milkman or 
Ructions O’Hare, but I share O’Rawe’s sense of being 
drawn in by him, needing to know more about him, 
how he gets on from here, even knowing that 
following him will take me into dark places. g



Student discounts Personalised service Author 
events Supporting local artists more than just 
books Sole distributors of Fortnight at 50

Independents build communities

83 Botanic Avenue, Belfast, BT7 1JL 

Tel: +44 2890 319 601 
Email: david@noalibis.com 
www.noalibis.com

@noalibisbooks

@noalibisbookstore


	FORTNIGHT@50 [Front cover]
	[Inside cover]
	Contents
	‘What do we talk about when we talk about a United Ireland?’ – Richard Humphreys 
	‘Imagining a New Ireland’  – Colin Harvey 
	‘Plus ça change … or do we really need to decide now?’ – Tom Hadden 
	‘Ireland – a positive conversation with Unionists’ – Hugh Logue 
	‘“It’s a long way from Finchley”’ – Feargal Cochrane
	‘Evolving Irish attitudes to Brexit Britain and to Northern Ireland’ – Bobby McDonagh
	‘Adding more democracy with citizens’ assemblies’ – Jamie Pow
	‘Customs, consent and compromise: The significance of the Brexit Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland’ – Katy Hayward
	‘The lives of Others’ – Paul Nolan
	‘Divided politics, blended lives’ – Claire Mitchell
	‘Can I be more than a passing focus of attention in Ireland’ – Tamilore Awonusi
	‘Nor’n Irish for ever’ – Martyn Turner
	‘The on-going Bill of Rights debate’ – Brice Dickson
	‘What next for dealing with the past in Northern Ireland?’ – Louise Mallinder
	‘Changed normality’ – Malachi O’Doherty
	‘FortnightA very short history’ – Andy Pollak
	‘Fortnight and fifty years of contested writing in the North’ – Damian Smyth
	‘The currency of poetry’ – Edna Longley
	‘Screen politics’ – Des O’Rawe
	‘Snaps from a cooler remove’ – Steafán Hanvey
	Virus monologues
	'Don’t tell me to smile’ – Gina Donnelly
	'Rebirth’ – Rose Curry
	‘The pandemic is online’ – Alice Malseed
	‘The Daily Leopard’ – Anne Devlin
	‘Epistolary at the end of summer’ – Jane McCarthy
	‘Kim’s Corona Love’ – Rosemary Jenkinson
	‘A Toxic Lover’ – Sarah Reid

	‘“Are You With Me?” Kevin Boyle and the rise of the human rights movement’ – Mike Chinoy
	‘New Troubles novels’



